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Executive summary

The International Cooperation (IC) sector is dynamic, 
and challenges both new and experienced professio-
nals in terms of lifelong learning. Like all of society, the 
IC sector is experiencing change, and the required com-
petencies for practitioners are shifting as a result. Sub-
ject-specific competencies are not enough to work in an 
increasingly complex world. Integrating and fostering 
method-specific, social and personal competencies into 
development professionals’ learning journeys (work, 
further education) can help them acquire and deploy 
their subject-specific competencies at their very best at 
work and in society

The objective of this study is to analyse which com-
petencies will be important to respond to the needs 
of the IC sector of the future, with a focus on the year 
2030, and the Swiss context. To achieve this, the study 
first explores emerging trends specific to the IC sector; 
secondly, in light of these trends, which competencies 
will be needed; and finally looks into how such compe-
tencies can be developed, including challenges to deve-
lop competencies, and recommendations for how trai-
ning institutions, employers and professionals should 
respond. The findings of this study are based on litera-
ture, a survey of 230 predominantly Swiss IC professio-
nal, and 19 key informants. This study makes use of a 
competencies framework that embraces the integration 
of skills, knowledge and attitudes.

On the most part, there was broad consistency between 
survey respondents, key informants, and literature 
regarding the most important trends for IC for the year 
2030. Climate change, human displacement and 
migration, water scarcity, nexus (peace, humani-
tarian and development), increasing inequalities, 
fragility, and digitalisation and technological change 
were considered among the most important trends 
for the IC sector by survey respondents and key infor-
mants. Collaboration with the private sector, and loca-
lisation/decolonisation, or a fundamental shift in the 
relationship between the Global North and Global South 
were points of difference. They were rated among the 
most important trends for key informants, but were not 
ranked highly by survey respondents. Some of the highly 
rated trends related to specific thematic issues that the 
sector will need to adjust to, such as climate change, 
digitalisation or water scarcity, while others pointed to 
a fundamental shift in the relationship between actors 
and the foundations of the sector to date. Literature, 
as well as interviews with key informants highlighted 
the systemic and interrelated nature of many of these 
trends, and the nuances in the way these trends will 
manifest. These findings support trends that are reflec-
ted in literature. Several of these trends will have impli-
cations for competencies.

In light of these trends, the competencies that were 
considered the most important for 2030 were colla-
boration, cooperation and teamwork, adaptabi-
lity and flexibility, systems thinking, and critical 
thinking. Collaboration, cooperation and teamwork 
were linked to the proliferation of new actors, including 
private sector actors, as well as localisation of the IC sec-
tor. Adaptability and flexibility were linked to trends 
including nexus-based approaches based on growing 
interlinkages between development, humanitarian and 
peace work. Systems thinking was linked to (geo-)poli-
tical considerations and the systemic issues of climate 
change, water scarcity, migration and conflict. Critical 
thinking incorporates attitudes that key informants 
saw as related to the trend of localisation of the IC sector, 
and the broader perceived need to reflect on approaches 
more critically. While these links provide meaningful 
connections between emerging trends and future com-
petencies, any work requires multiple competencies, 
and these links are not exhaustive or exclusive.

Acquiring or developing competencies implies the inte-
gration of knowledge, skills and attitudes. Mechanisms 
to acquire or foster knowledge, skills and attitudes 
include mentoring, peer to peer learning and coaching; 
formal training; practice-oriented placement/expe-
riential learning; leadership/organisational learning; 
and self-learning. These mechanisms tend to focus 
more often on knowledge and skills. Certain mecha-
nisms offer more, others less opportunities necessary to 
acquire relevant attitudes.

Challenges to develop the identified competencies 
include structural issues with the sector that inhibit 
flexibility or promote short-termism, which in turn 
limits the focus on long term competency development; 
organisational challenges including a lack of a syste-
matic approach and structure to enable competency 
development, or organisational cultures that prohibit 
openness or do not value the ‘right’ competencies; per-
sonal mindsets that resist or fear change; lack of suitable 
options; and societal barriers including discrimination.

Overarching recommendations that cross-cut these 
highly rated competencies, and apply to training insti-
tutes, organisations and professionals alike include: 

	 Provide/seek opportunities for high and transforma-
tive integration learning processes, such as reflec-
ting while doing, and self-critical reflection in action 
(meta-cognition), in order that a learner’s mental 
models can be challenged and revised. 

	 Connect learning to reality (including complex rea-
lities) and provide/seek opportunities for active lear-
ning. This can be achieved through experiential lear-
ning (including learning on the job), mentoring, and 
integration of practitioners in training approaches.

	 Allow time for collaboration and teamwork, in par-
ticular interdisciplinary teamwork, discussion, and 
reflect on these processes. 
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	 Create/seek a safe space and environment in which 
competency development is valued and enabled, 
where people can openly reflect, question and 
challenge ideas, mental models and assumptions. 

	 Adopt an intentional competency development 
approach that focuses on the definition and foste-
ring of knowledge, skills and attitudes. The highly 
rated competencies in this study could act as a star-
ting point.

The top three recommendations for IC organisations, as 
prioritised by key informants, are:
1.	 Foster an organisational culture that enables com-

petency development at all levels, including the 
leadership level. This was viewed as a longer-term 
strategy.

2.	 Enable experiential learning and peer to peer lear-
ning (mentoring, group work, coaching). This was 
viewed as a shorter-term (immediately implemen-
table) action that could contribute to longer term 
organisational change.

3.	 Adopt explicit competency-based procedures that 
incorporate knowledge, skills and attitudes, and 
include time for competency development. This was 
viewed as a short to medium-term strategy that could 
contribute to longer-term organisational change.

The top three recommendations for training institutes, 
as prioritised by key informants, are:
1.	 Integrate on the job assignments, field exposure or 

internships within or alongside formal study pro-
grammes. This will help students to embed their 
learning in complex realities.

2.	 Adjust curricula flexibly to include new topics and 
new competencies.

3.	 Explicitly integrate competencies in teaching, inclu-
ding knowledge, skills and attitudes and include 
self-reflection.

The concluding chapter provides some recommen-
dations for further research, including how to create 
the ‘organisations’ needed for the future of IC sector to 
enable effective deployment of competencies. 

1.	 Introduction

The IC sector is dynamic, and challenges both new and 
experienced professionals in terms of lifelong learning. 
Like all of society, the IC sector is experiencing change, 
and the required competencies for practitioners are shif-
ting as a result.

Research on global megatrends, or trends that affect 
society as a whole has been around for some time. Accor-
ding to Deloitte (2017), a leading scenario planning and 
trends analysis organisation, there are at least 35 key 
drivers of change, feeding into about ten mega-trends, 
which according to their definition, impact all sectors, 
and therefore also the IC sector. Global trends that are 
often cited in institutional and academic literature 
include climate change and resource scarcity, urbanisa-
tion and demographic change, digitalisation and tech-
nological change, and growing inequalities (Deloitte, 
2017; PwC, 2015; Szmigiera, 2021). Research on 21st cen-
tury or future ‘skills’ has emerged relatively recently, for 
instance, through the World Economic Forum (2020), or 
the OECD (2018), and deals with the question of which 
competencies will be needed for the future workforce. 
Research on how to effectively develop such competen-
cies is still nascent and, in some cases, inconclusive. 

Few studies have looked at future trends and competen-
cies comprehensively from the perspective of IC or the 
United Nations Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Develop-
ment.

This study aims to address this research gap, with a 
primary focus on the Swiss IC sector. The objective of 
this study is to analyse which competencies (skills, 
knowledge, and attitudes) will be important to respond 
to the needs of the IC sector of the future, with a focus 
on the year 2030. To achieve this, the study first explores 
emerging trends specific to the IC sector; secondly, in 
light of these trends, which competencies will be nee-
ded; and finally looks into how such competencies can 
be developed, including challenges to develop compe-
tencies, and recommendations for how training institu-
tions, employers and professionals should respond.

This study was carried out by cinfo – the Swiss Center 
of Competence for International Cooperation, and the 
NADEL Center for Development and Cooperation at the 
Swiss Federal Institute of Technology, ETH Zurich.



7

1.1 Research questions

The following research questions guide this study. Each 
question builds upon the previous: 

	 Which trends (including fields of activity, types of 
interventions or working methods) will become 
more important for IC by the year 2030? 

	 In light of the identified trends, which competencies 
will be needed to work in IC by the year 2030? 

	 How can such competencies be developed for new 
and experienced professionals in IC?

	 What are the key challenges to develop these compe-
tencies?

	 How should training institutions, employers and 
professionals respond?

1.2 Methodology and limitations

The study uses a mixed methods approach, including 
a literature review, key informant interviews, and a 
semi-structured online survey comprising NADEL 
alumni. The main purpose of using three methods was 
to triangulate findings.

Literature review
A short literature review of was conducted addressing 
all research questions, including trends and compe-
tencies in IC. The literature sources included academic 
literature from a range of disciplines, organisational 
reports, and in some cases blogs or non-peer reviewed 
articles. Key search terms included: megatrends, trends, 
future skills, 21st century competencies, and employabi-
lity. References of the selected literature sources were 
checked for further relevant articles. A list of trends and 
competencies were identified through the literature 
review, these were then reviewed, complemented, and 
shortlisted by the ETH NADEL team based on those dee-
med to be relevant to the IC sector. The shortlists of 24 
predefined trends and 24 pre-defined competencies are 
included in Annex 1: List of predefined trends based on 
a literature review (see p. 35) and Annex 2: List of prede-
fined competencies based on the literature review res-
pectively (see p. 36).

Semi-structured survey 
A semi-structured online survey was sent to 776 NADEL 
alumni who have completed or are pursuing a Certificate 
of Advanced Studies (CAS), Masters of Advanced Stu-
died (MAS) in Development and Cooperation, or single 
courses between 1994 and 2020. The return rate was 
27% (212 respondents). NADEL alumni work in a broad 
range of IC organisational types, with different func-
tions, levels, and at head and field offices. 85% of survey 
respondents stated that they work in an organisation or 
job related to IC. NADEL alumni work primarily in deve-
lopment cooperation (as defined below), however, many 
also work in humanitarian aid, a smaller number in 

peacebuilding, and at the intersection of humanitarian 
aid, development cooperation and peacebuilding. The 
survey collected data related to research questions 1 and 
2 above. The survey questionnaire is provided in Annex 
3: Semi-structured survey (see p. 37). 

Key Informant Interviews
In-depth interviews were carried out with 18 key infor-
mants who know the IC sector very well, and represent 
multiple perspectives. These interviews addressed all 
research questions. A purposive sample of participants 
was selected to achieve mixed representation across the 
following criteria: type and thematic focus of organisa-
tions in which the person had worked (multi-/ and bila-
teral, private sector, research, think tank, consultants, 
NGO); age; gender; international/national background 
and experience; domains (humanitarian, development 
and peace); present and previous functions or roles 
(management, thematic advisor and human resources); 
institutional levels (headquarters and abroad / “field”). 
The final list of key informants included 9 men and 10 
women; representing 5 prominent Swiss based NGOs, 
4 IC focussed research organisations, 3 private sector 
organisations including an impact investment firm, 
1 private philanthropy, 1 think tank, 2 multilateral IC 
focused organisations, 1 bilateral IC organisation, and 
2 classified as other. The key informant interview ques-
tionnaire is provided in Annex 4: Key informant inter-
view questionnaire (see p. 44). 

Methodological limitations of the study include: 
	 Due to time and budget limitations, the scope of the 

study was limited. There are hundreds of publica-
tions related to future skills, 21 century competen-
cies and competency development. A comprehen-
sive in-depth literature review was beyond the scope 
of this research due to time constraints. This limi-
tation was partly coped with by sharing resources 
between cinfo and NADEL, partly by referring to fur-
ther literature, where appropriate, and partly by buil-
ding on existing approaches and concepts such as 
ETH’s competencies framework. How attitudes are 
acquired is a detailed area of cognitive and behaviou-
ral research. This study looks at some literature on 
this topic, however a detailed review on this topic is 
beyond the scope of this research. 

	 For pragmatic reasons, the survey sample was taken 
from NADEL alumni. The sample includes professio-
nals from a broad range of IC organisational types, 
functions, levels, head office and field staff. 85% of 
survey respondents stated that they work in an orga-
nisation or job related to IC. The survey is not statis-
tically representative of the Swiss IC population as a 
whole. Nonetheless, the survey data provides a good 
indication of perceived trends and competencies in 
Switzerland’s IC sector.

	 The number of key informant interviews was limited 
due to time constrains, and the list of purposive 
sample criteria for the key informant interviews was 
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non-exhaustive and hence excludes some considera-
tions.

	 Due to the scope limitations, the study has a focus on 
western literature and concepts of competencies and 
trends. Through the key informant interviews and 
the survey, an attempt was made to capture different 
views where possible. 

1.3 Definitions and terms

Trends 
In the English language, a trend is defined as “a general 
direction in which a situation is changing or developing” 
(Oxford University Press, 2022), or “a general develop-
ment or change in a situation or in the way that people 
are behaving” (Cambridge University Press, 2022).

In IC there is no agreed understanding and use of the 
word ‘trend’. IC practice and literature (e.g. complexity 
thinking and scenario work) use different terms for simi-
lar phenomena, often interchangeably. For example, cli-
mate change, urbanisation, resource scarcity, private 
finance, South-South cooperation, and decolonisation 
are referenced in different instances as trends, drivers 
(of change), major trends, overall trends, megatrends 
or global trends. There are also different views on the 
time span or time horizon of a trend, ranging from one 
year to ten years (Deloitte, 2017; United Nations, 2020) 
Green 2021; PWC 2016; The New Humanitarian 2022; 
UN Economic and Social Council 2020. There is also 
broad acknowledgment of the systemic and interrelated 
nature of many trends, which often simultaneously act 
as a trend, as well as a driver of other trends (see for exa-
mple (Deloitte, 2017)).

The purpose of assessing trends in this study was to 
determine how they may impact on competencies in the 
near future. Hence, this study employs a purposefully 
broad working definition of ‘trends’ as “a general direc-
tion in which the IC sector is changing or developing”, or 
“a general direction in which a situation is changing or 
developing and will have implications directly or indi-
rectly for the daily work of practitioners in the IC sector”. 
This may include ways in which the sector itself is chan-
ging from the inside (trends in IC), or ways in which exter-
nal factors are changing the sector (trends affecting IC). 
Some may be both simultaneously. This includes fields 
of activity, types of interventions or working methods 
that relate to the IC sector. Some of the trends are broad 
and affecting society as a whole, including the IC sector 
(such as climate change), and others are more unique to 
the sector (such as nexus (peace, humanitarian, develop-
ment) approaches. 

Competencies
Literature is broad regarding definitions of the term 
competencies. Different authors and sectors (education, 
academia, work psychology, management) use different 
terminology, concepts and measurement approaches 
(OECD, 2018). Despite these differences, literature shows 
that while knowledge and skills are usually part of the 
discourse on competencies, attitudes are all too often 
overlooked. However, with a view to changing compe-
tency profiles in the course of observed trends, attitudes 
are likely to be of central importance (National Research 
Council, 2012; OECD, 2015; Seidl et al., 2018).  

There is growing recognition that knowledge and skills 
(abilities) alone are not sufficient for successful job 
performance, and a trend towards competence-based 
models that integrate knowledge, skills and atti-
tudes (Baartman & De Bruijn, 2011; Binkley et al., 2012; 
Škrinjarić, 2022) “[Competencies are...] more than just 
knowledge and skills. It involves the ability to meet com-
plex demands, by drawing on and mobilising psychoso-
cial resources (including […] attitudes) in a particular 
context” (OECD, 2005). Hence, competence, as defined 
here, comprises “[...] integrated pieces of knowledge, 
skills and attitudes, and is assumed to be prerequisite 
for adequate functioning on the job” (Baartman & De 
Bruijn, 2011). 

Knowledge, skills and attitudes
Broadly speaking, knowledge reflects thematic exper-
tise (what we know), skills reflect “abilities” or “capabili-
ties” (how we use what we know), and attitudes refer to 
predispositions or personality traits (how we engage in 
the world), which matter in terms of whether a person 
will effectively put their knowledge and skills into prac-
tice. More specifically:

	 Literature from cognitive psychology differentiates 
between different kinds of knowledge, mainly 
declarative and procedural knowledge. The former 
is the factual information that a person knows and 
can report on. The latter is the use and connection of 
pieces of declarative knowledge. 

	 Skills are interwoven with knowledge and refer to 
doing or acting in practice, involving motor skills as 
well as cognitive skills. Knowledge and skills can be 
integrated into a certain field of competence through 
interaction with the social world and personal inter-
nalisation. 

	 The definition of the term attitude is disputed 
(Albarracin et al., 2005; Ehlers, 2020) In this study, 
we define attitudes as “[…] learned tendency to eva-
luate things [and people] in a certain way” (Cherry, 
2021). Entailing interlinked cognitive, emotional and 
behavioural components, attitudes can be implicit 
(unconscious, earlier acquired, stable) and explicit 
(conscious, recently acquired, context-specific). Atti-
tudes are viewed as the result of a socialisation pro-
cess, partly determined by the (social) environment 
and partly by the learner’s individual characteristics, 
limiting the horizons for action.
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Literature also indicates that while attitudes are endu-
ring, they can also change (Baartman & De Bruijn, 2011). 
However, the extent to which attitudes can be learnt 
and taught is limited compared to knowledge and 
skills. Learning processes towards the integration of 
knowledge, skills and attitudes largely remain a black 
box (Baartman & De Bruijn, 2011; National Research 
Council, 2012; Seidl et al., 2018). This has important 
implications for mechanisms for acquiring and foste-
ring competencies, which are discussed further below. 

Competencies framework
This study makes use of a competencies framework 
that embraces the integration of skills, knowledge and 
attitudes. The model has been largely adopted from 
the ETH Competencies for teaching staff | ETH Zurich, 
and adjusted to suit the IC sector. Several competency 
frameworks from the IC sector or related fields (such 
as public administration), as well as reports related to 
future skills were compared, and competencies dee-
med by the authors to be potentially relevant to the IC 
sector in 2030 were added to or adjusted in the ETH 
Framework. Frameworks or reports that were cross refe-
renced include (CHS Alliance, 2017; Fadel et al., 2015; 
Jordan et al., 2021; OECD, 2017; Swiss Federal Admi-
nistration, 2013; Victorian Public Sector Commission, 
2022; World Economic Forum, 2020). The competencies 
framework comprises four overarching complementary 
areas: subject-specific, method-specific, personal, and 
social competencies.

	 Subject-specific competencies (such as concepts 
and theories) concern knowledge of theories, 
concepts, and techniques as well as its application to 
specific fields. 

	 Method-specific competencies (such as complex 
problem solving) concern knowledge and applica-
tion of methods to make sense of, and operate in, any 
context. 

	 Social competencies (such as collaboration, coope-
ration and teamwork) concern self-management in 
the context of own work. 

	 Personal competencies (such as adaptability and 
flexibility) concern competencies applied in the inte-
raction with others.

The four competency areas comprise 24 different com-
petencies. Each of the 24 specific competencies is fur-
ther sub-divided into different forms of knowledge, 
skills and attitudes. A snippet of an example of the com-
petency “critical thinking” is provided below. An over-
view of the competency framework is included in Annex 
5: Adapted competency framework. (The full-fledged 
original competency framework can be viewed upon 
request at ETH) (see p. 46)

International cooperation
International cooperation (IC) comprises humanitarian 
aid (HA) and development cooperation (DC). HA seeks 
to protect people facing life-threatening situations in 
humanitarian emergencies and enable them to become 
self-sufficient again. Reconstruction of infrastructure in 
affected areas is generally considered to be part of HA. 
DC aims to reduce global differences in socio-economic 
development and general living conditions in a sustai-
nable way. It strives for a close partnership and coope-
ration between donors and recipients. As peace and res-
pect for human rights are important prerequisites for 
sustainable development, activities in the areas of (civi-
lian) peace promotion and support for human rights are 
included in DC.

Table 1: Example competency description for critical thinking

Critical Thinking: Ability to analyse and evaluate situations, identify the strengths and weaknesses of alter-
native solutions, and derive conclusions or approaches to problems

Knowledge:
	 Knowledge of techniques to describe the structure of an argument
	 Knowledge of how to formulate an argument
	 …

Skills:
	 Ability to identify key problems
	 Ability to adopt systems thinking 
	 …

Attitudes:
	 Acknowledge limitations of own knowledge with modesty while staying motivated to learn more
	 …

https://ethz.ch/en/the-eth-zurich/education/policy/eth-competencies-teaching.html
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Which trends (including fields of activity, types 
of interventions or working methods) will 
become more important for IC by the year 2030?

Summary
On the most part, there was broad consistency between 
survey respondents, key informants, and literature 
regarding the most important trends for IC for the year 
2030. Climate change, human displacement and 
migration, water scarcity, nexus (peace, humani-
tarian and development), increasing inequalities, 
fragility, localisation/decolonisation and digita-
lisation and technological change were considered 
among the most important trends by both groups. Col-
laboration with the private sector, and localisation/
decolonisation, or a fundamental shift in North-South 
power dynamics were points of difference. They were 
among the most important trends for key informants, 
but not rated highly by survey respondents. 

Some of the trends related to specific thematic issues 
that the sector will need to adjust to, such as climate 
change, digitalisation or water scarcity, while others 
pointed to a fundamental shift in the relationship 
between actors and the foundations of the sector to date. 
Literature, as well as interviews with key informants 
highlighted the systemic and interrelated nature of 
many of these trends, and the nuances in the way these 
trends will manifest. These findings support both the 
specific trends that are reflected in literature, as well 
as the overarching trend towards a world that is increa-
singly interconnected and increasingly complex, as well 
as uncertain, ambiguous and volatile.1 Several of these 
trends will have implications for competencies which 
are discussed in the following chapter.

Prioritised trends – findings 
Various literature sources refer to several broad trends or 
megatrends that are affecting society as a whole. These 
include climate change and resource scarcity, technolo-
gical change and digital transformation, demographic 
change, urbanisation, migration, inequality and shif-
ting global power dynamics (see for example (BlackRock, 
2022; Project Management Insitute, 2022; PwC, 2015; 
Szmigiera, 2021). Many of these megatrends are made up 
of several more detailed trends. Deloitte (2017) list 35 ‘dri-
vers of change’, that feed into approximately ten mega-
trends, which according to their definition impact all 
sectors, and therefore also IC. As Baiden et al., (2022, p. 

1	 While it is accepted that the world is increasingly interconnect-
ed and hence complex, it is disputed whether the world is ‘more’ 
volatile, uncertain and ambiguous that ever before (Kraaijenbrink, 
2019). None-the less, literature and key informant interviews point 
to a world that is currently volatile, uncertain and ambiguous, re-
gardless of whether that has always been the case or not.

2	 Emerging trends

13) point out in their recent study on the future of INGOs 
“everything is interconnected, and INGOs do not operate 
in isolation… NGOs are on the same conveyor belt as eve-
ryone else.” 

Trends from various sources were shortlisted based 
on those determined to be important for IC. They were 
then ranked by survey respondents and prioritised and 
discussed with key informants. A full list of predefined 
trends is included in Annex 1: List of predefined trends 
based on a literature review (see p. 35). Both groups also 
had the opportunity to suggest additional trends. Out-
lined below are trends that were ranked among the most 
important for the IC sector by survey respondents and 
key informants, as well as a brief discussion of how these 
trends will affect the sector. Some of the trends are broad 
and impact society as a whole, including the IC sector 
(such as climate change), and others are more unique to 
the sector (such as nexus (peace, humanitarian, develop-
ment) approaches. The degree of overlap between survey 
respondents and key informants is indicated in brackets 
after the discussion of each trend (for example, signifi-
cant overlap, partial overlap, little/no overlap).

Figure 1: Trends in IC for the year 2030, as ranked by sur-
vey respondents, shows the average ranking of 24 pre-de-
fined trends in IC by survey respondents. Respondents 
received a random selection of 6 trends and were asked 
to rank them in order from 1 (most important) to 6 (least 
important) for the year 2030. Figure 1 presents the trends 
in order based on their average ranking. Climate change 
was the highest ranked trend, followed by human dis-
placement and migration, water scarcity, increasing ine-
qualities, fragility, and nexus peace humanitarian and 
development approaches. 

Figure 2: Most important trends in IC, as rated by key 
informants, shows the frequency with various trends 
were mentioned by key informants. Key informants 
were asked what they see as the most important for the 
sector for the year 2030, and asked to prioritise 3 or 4. The 
most frequently cited trends are larger. The colours are 
random. Climate change was the most frequently cited, 
followed by private sector engagement, human displace-
ment and migration, nexus approaches (development, 
humanitarian, peace), decolonisation (also often refe-
renced as localisation), and digitalisation.
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Figure 1: Trends in international development cooperation

Notes:	 Trends sorted by the mean rank
	 Points on bar represents mean rank (in %)
Trends in IC for the year 2030, as ranked by survey respondents

Figure 2: Most important trends in IC, as rated by key informants
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Prioritised trends – discussion and implications 
for IC
There is significant overlap between the survey results 
and key informants for the top two trends – climate 
change, and human displacement and migration. There 
was also substantial overlap for nexus approaches, digi-
talisation and low carbon transition. There was some 
overlap for between the two groups for water scarcity, 
increasing inequalities and fragility, and there were 
substantial differences between the two groups for col-
laboration with the private sector and decolonisation/
localisation. 

Climate change was the top ranked trend (1) by survey 
respondents and was also the top citied trends for the 
IC sector by key informants (referenced in 12 out of 19 
instances). Climate change was seen by key informants 
as a trend in its own right – putting additional pres-
sure on societies, with catastrophic impacts for lower 
income countries – as well a driver of other trends and 
impacts such as disasters, biodiversity loss, water scar-
city, food insecurity, migration, conflict, and changing 
living conditions. “Climate change will have domino 
effects and systemic cascades. It needs to be part 
of the mainstream”. Key informants also referred to 
several broader implications of climate change, such 
as changing priorities for IC actors as funding is shifted 
to climate change programmes, new circular economic 
models that are increase integrated into IC projects, and 
the blurring line between nations in particular the Glo-
bal North and Global South. Respondents highlighted 
the systemic nature of climate change impacts and the 
domino and cascade effects on food systems for exa-
mple. It is well documented that the impacts of climate 
change (such as more frequent or intense heatwaves, 
drought, floods, fire weather and storms) are already 
affecting every region around the globe, but will have 
disproportionate impacts in lower income countries 
(IPCC, 2022). (Significant overlap).

Human displacement and migration was the second 
(2) highest ranked trend by survey respondents, and was 
also the equal second most frequently mentioned trend 
for the IC sector by key informants (referenced in 9 out of 
19 instances). Several key informants mentioned migra-
tion linked to or as a result of climate change. Human 
displacement and migration in low and middle income 
countries, including as a direct or indirect result of cli-
mate change is also well documented in literature as 
a trend that is expected to continue into the future 
(IPCC, 2022; Szmigiera, 2021). One key informant also 
mentioned that South to North migration has politi-
cal dimensions that shape IC priorities in high income 
countries. (Significant overlap)

Water scarcity was ranked as the third (3) highest trend 
by survey respondents and was also referenced as a prio-
rity trend by key informants (4 instances, in 2 cases men-
tioned as part of climate change rather than a stand-alone 

trend). Growing water stress, in particular in the Global 
South is well documented in literature. According to the 
United Nations Environment Programme, demand for 
water is expected to exceed supply by 40 percent, and 
almost half of the world’s population is expected to suf-
fer from water stress by the year 2030, with severe impli-
cations for development (United Nations Environment 
Programme, 2015). (Partial overlap)

Nexus peace, humanitarian and development was 
ranked sixth (6) by survey respondents, and referenced 
as priority trends by 7 of 19 key informants. Triple nexus 
refers to interlinking humanitarian, development and 
peace-building efforts for a more efficient response to 
natural disasters and conflict. Key informants linked 
the increasing frequency of hazard events (partly as a 
result of climate change) to the growing trend of IC prac-
titioners needing to often switch modes of engaging 
from humanitarian work to longer term thinking and 
back again. “We will need be able to switch modes 
of engagement from humanitarian to longer term 
thinking (e.g. on climate change and development) 
and back again”. One key informant mentioned the 
risks associated with the growing focus on the nexus 
approach: “Nexus will come to the fore. Howe-
ver, with it comes a risk that more focus will go 
to humanitarian work at the expense of systems 
change”. (Significant overlap) 

Increasing inequalities, was ranked fourth (4) by 
survey respondents, and was mentioned as a top trend 
by 4 of 19 key informants. The absolute number of 
people living in extreme poverty has been declining, 
but the gap between the richest and poorest is wide-
ning. Key informants mentioned the urgent need for a 
targeted and intentional focus on the most vulnerable 
and poorest. “Increase in hazards events globally 
(such as floods, heatwaves, war etc) in high income 
countries may distract media attention from the 
poorest. This will become more and more com-
mon”. (Partial overlap)

Digitalisation was ranked seventh (7) by survey res-
pondents, and also mentioned as a top trend by 5 of 19 
key informants. Digitalisation and digital technologies 
including artificial intelligence (AI) were seen as both an 
opportunity, presenting tools and content, as well as a 
challenge for the IC sector. While such technologies can 
provide opportunities (for example, faster and cheaper 
remittance payments), they can also act as an amplifier 
or reinforcer of existing power dynamics, inequalities, 
or dependencies (for example, social media being used 
to manipulate opinions for political gains), “Technolo-
gies come with opportunities, but also with a set 
of limitations that are not well understood by the 
IC sector. Many people believe that technology in 
itself will have a revolutionary effect, but that is 
not the case. Technology also needs an analogue 
component (regulations) to make sure everyone 



13

benefits”. Another key informant stated: “Artificial 
intelligence is an existential risk. Digitalisation 
will widen the divide between rich and poor.” 
(Significant overlap)

Collaboration with the private sector was the equal 
second most frequently mentioned trend by key infor-
mants (referenced by 9 of 19 key informants) but was 
the eleventh (11) ranked trend by survey respondents. 
Views on the implications of private sector engage-
ment among key informants were varied. Some saw it 
as positive, as private sector approaches can be demand 
driven, less bureaucratic and more efficient than tradi-
tional IC approaches. One referenced the proliferation 
of small companies in Africa that are demand driven, 
making use of private sector funding, delivering results 
quickly, with less bureaucracy than IC organisations. 
However, three stated that the current DC approach to 
engaging with the private sector is overrated, oversim-
plified, or needs to fundamentally shift. “The current 
millions to trillions narrative has been shown to 
be false, and private sector approaches to deliver 
sanitation services, for example, have been shown 
to fail... The IC community needs to fundamentally 
rethink when it makes sense to engage with the 
private sector, and when it does not… This will also 
impact the question of how services are delivered, 
and goes hand in hand with the role of the State.” 
Evolving international taxation arrangements, trade 
agreements, and regulations of the private sector are 
also part of this trend. The discrepancy between the fin-
dings from the survey and the key informant interviews 
may be related to the fact that key informants had more 
opportunity to provide a rationale for their responses. 
(Small/no overlap)

Fragility, the share of the global poor living in fragile 
states, was ranked fifth (5) by survey respondents and 
was mentioned as a top trend by 3 of 19 key informants. 
Key informants linked fragility to climate change, 
conflict and human displacement and migration, and 
also mentioned the political drivers of the current focus 
of high-income countries on fragile contexts. (Partial 
overlap)

Low carbon transition, the global shift towards a low/
no emissions economy, was ranked ninth (9) by survey 
respondents and was mentioned as priority trends by 
3 key informants, although often linked to the broader 
issue of climate change. (Significant overlap, but lower 
priority)

Localisation or decolonisation of the IC sector was a 
key point of difference between key informants and sur-
vey respondents. Localisation or decolonisation of the IC 
sector was one of the most prominent issues raised by 
key informants. Decolonisation is defined as the move-
ment to transform institutions addressing racist and 
discriminatory structures and norms. Decolonisation 

or localisation was mentioned by 5 of 19 key informants, 
although sometimes phrased as equitable partnerships, 
shifting power relations, or a fundamental shift in the 
relationship between the Global North and the Glo-
bal South. “(For 2030), I see an overall transforma-
tion of the sector, and a lot more focus on equitable 
partnerships. For now, it’s largely still on paper, 
and is still very heavily one sided and skewed to 
the Global North.” 

Some key informants mentioned the erosion of demo-
cracy and questioning of the west as a role model as 
related to the topic of localisation. “Developing coun-
tries are becoming more sceptical of the West as a 
‘role model’, and questioning democracy as a goal 
they should endeavour to reach. The development 
model that countries want to follow is much more 
under question”. In some cases, localisation was lin-
ked to South-South relations and the proliferation of 
new actors and new funding sources which is giving 
more agency to actors in the Global South. “The mul-
tiplication of funding sources gives greater leve-
rage to low-income countries, as they can to choose 
with whom they want to work. This is a good thing 
as it reduces developing countries dependency on 
traditional western donors.” Key informants foresee 
that this fundamental shift in IC will have significant 
implications for practitioners and organisations. 

However, localisation or decolonisation of the IC sector 
received a low rank from survey respondents (16 based 
on mean rank). One key informant raised the issue of 
language which could suggest a reason for the discre-
pancy: “There are different definitions around, but 
in fact it is essentially the same. People want to be 
in charge of their own development. Earlier, we did 
not question what we do, and whether the things 
we do are right. This is changing now.” Other key 
informants raised a possible explanation that those who 
work in the sector are not adequately aware of or pre-
pared for this trend. “I’m not sure how ready the sec-
tor is for what will hit in the next 15 or 20 years.” 
“Some topics trigger discomfort, people just want 
to avoid them.” (Small/no overlap)

This discussion is not intended to discard other trends, 
as all trends were rated as important by some respon-
dents, and many are interrelated. These trends will have 
several implications for competencies for IC practitio-
ners which are discussed below. 
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What are the major developments in terms of 
competencies needed to work in the selected 
directions of IC?

Summary
In light of the trends discussed above, the following sec-
tion outlines the required competencies in view of 2030.
 
Collaboration, cooperation and teamwork, adap-
tability and flexibility, critical thinking, and sys-
tems thinking were ranked by survey respondents and 
key informants amongst the most important competen-
cies. Collaboration, cooperation and teamwork were lin-
ked to the proliferation of new actors, including private 
sector actors, and more complex programmes, inclu-
ding advocacy alliances, as well as localisation of the IC 
sector. Adaptability and flexibility were linked to trends 
including for instance nexus based approaching in light 
of growing interlinkages between the development, 
humanitarian and peace approaches. Critical thinking 
was linked to trends including digitalisation, private 
sector engagement, and localisation of the IC sector. Sys-
tems thinking was linked to seeing the ‘bigger picture’, 
considering (geo-)politics and systemic trends such as 
climate change, water scarcity, migration, conflict, and 
digitalisation, and technological change. 

While these links provide meaningful connections 
between emerging trends and emerging/future compe-
tencies, any work requires multiple competencies, and 
these links are not exhaustive or exclusive. Survey fin-
dings are complemented with insights from key infor-
mant interviews and literature, and critically discussed. 
A shortlist of 24 competencies that were determined to 
be relevant to IC practitioners is included in Annex 1: List 
of predefined trends based on a literature review (see p. 
35). These were prioritised by respondents and key infor-
mants. The degree of overlap between survey respon-
dents and key informants is indicated in brackets after 
the discussion of each competency (for example, signifi-
cant overlap, partial overlap, little/no overlap).

Prioritised competencies – findings 
Broadly speaking, the competencies that were required 
by employers in most sectors up until the 1970s (e.g. 
knowledge, numeracy, problem-solving and analyti-
cal skills, communication skills, and self-discipline) 
were over the decades supplemented by “newer” com-
petencies, mainly in response to broad technological, 
organisational, economic and political changes. These 
“newer” competencies include, for instance, informa-
tion and communication technology literacy, coopera-
tion and teamwork, flexibility and adaptability, systems 
thinking, critical thinking, strategic thinking, complex 
problem-solving, diversity inclusiveness, and lifelong 
learning (Ehlers, 2020; Harvey, 2000; Joynes et al., 2019).

Emerging literature on 21st century or ‘future skills’ 
varies, but commonly includes, foundational ‘traditio-
nal’ literacies (literacy, numeracy), foundational modern 
literacies (information communication technology/
digital literacy, entrepreneurship), critical thinking and 
problem solving, creativity and innovation, communi-
cation, collaboration, curiosity, initiative, persistence, 
adaptability, leadership, social and cultural awareness 
(Fadel et al., 2015; van Laar et al., 2020). Interestingly, a 
recent critical analysis found that this literature is often 
based on a “concentrated set of sources, strong use of 
grey literature and high rates of self-citation” suggesting 
that consensus around 21st century skills is less episte-
mic than is often thought (White et al., 2022, p. 18).

We live in an increasingly interconnected and com-
plex world. Accordingly, practitioners need to prepare 
for jobs that do not yet exist, for technologies that have 
not yet been invented, and for solutions to social issues 
hardly anyone foresees. “The world does not reward 
people anymore for their knowledge but for what they 
use it for, how they act in the world and how flexibly they 
can adapt.” (A. Schleicher, Director for the Directorate of 
Education and Skills (OECD)).

This trend towards these “newer” competencies in the 
wake of increasing uncertainty and complexity is also 
reflected by our survey findings. Figure 3: Competencies 
for IC professionals for the year 2030, as rated by sur-
vey respondents shows how 24 pre-defined competen-
cies were rated by survey respondents. Survey respon-
dents received a random selection of 6 competencies, 
from which they could rate two as ‘most important for 
2030’, two as ‘least important for 2030’ and two as middle 
importance. The competencies are ordered based on 
average rank. 

In addition, Figure 4 (see p.16) shows the anticipated 
changes in these competencies between 2021-2030 as 
rated by survey respondents. The competencies are 
ordered based on the mean rank.

Figure 5 (see p.16) shows the frequency of various com-
petencies mentioned by key informants. Key informants 
were asked what they see as the most important compe-
tencies for the IC sector for the year 2030 and asked to 
prioritise. The most frequently cited competencies are 
larger. The colours are random.

Collaboration, cooperation and teamwork, adapta-
bility and flexibility, and systems thinking were the 
most frequently cited competencies, followed by criti-
cal thinking, creative thinking, and self-awareness and 
self-reflection. At the fringes of these competencies are 
strategic thinking and future focus, data literacy, and 
complex problem-solving.

3	 Emerging competencies
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Figure 3: Competencies for IC professionals for the year 2030

Note: Competencies sorted by mean rank
Competencies for IC professionals for the year 2030, as rated by survey respondents

Prioritised competencies – discussion and impli-
cations for IC 
Overall, there is significant overlap of the highly prio-
ritised competencies from survey respondents and key 
informant interviews. This holds for collaboration, coo-
peration and teamwork, adaptability and flexibility, 
systems thinking, and critical thinking. There is also 
a large overlap regarding active learning and learning 
strategies, however, this competency has been priori-
tised lower. Further, there is partial overlap regarding 
complex problem-solving, strategic thinking and future 
focus, data literacy, digital and technological literacy, 
technology and techniques, and concepts and theories. 
There is little or no overlap concerning creative thinking 
and innovation, and self-awareness and self-reflection. 
The following section proceeds from those competen-
cies with the biggest overlap to those with less.

Collaboration, Cooperation and Teamwork, the abi-
lity to build relationships with others to pursue common 
goals and achieve results in a constructive atmosphere, 
was ranked among the five most important competen-
cies for the year 2030 by survey respondents. In addition, 

it was anticipated to increase in importance somewhat 
by 2030. Key informants clearly underline the compe-
tency’s importance, partly due to their inevitability for 
solving today’s global challenges given the blurring 
lines between Global South and North.

Especially collaboration and cooperation are expected 
to become more intercultural, interdisciplinary, inter-
sectoral, and inter-organisational. Hence, the ability to 
understand how people work together, what drives and 
hampers partnerships, especially taking into account 
(geo-)political considerations (-> systems thinking, and 
thinking and working politically), will be decisive in 
order to be able to effectively connect people, and build 
and manage complex partnerships (-> adaptability and 
flexibility). “What happens in the North can’t be 
separated from what happens in the South. We will 
have to adopt more of a ‘sector as a whole’ approach 
by focusing on what we have to do as a sector ins-
tead of what we have to do as an organisation. This 
means seeking alternatives to the classical project 
approach such as policy changes through influen-
cing, activism, and people movements.” Several 
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Figure 4: Competencies for development professionals in 2021-2030

Note: Competencies sorted by mean rank
Perceived change in importance of competencies for IC practitioners between 2021 and 2030, as rated by survey respondents

Figure 5: Most important competencies in IC, as rated by key informants
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additional interlinked features were reflected, inclu-
ding the ability to listen to partners, to know their roles 
and interests, and to be willing to work together: “Being 
able to identify strong partnership bringing the 
most added value to the table is a key competency, 
including facilitation competencies of multilate-
ral partnerships, and negotiation and listening”.

Key informants also mentioned collaboration, coo-
perating and partnerships in the context of the trend 
towards ‘private sector collaboration’, the proliferation 
of new actors, and interventions: “Shifting away from 
the classical project approach towards alterna-
tives includes also private sector engagement for 
instance through social enterprises and impact 
investing. The private sector approach is interes-
ting because it is more efficient, based on incen-
tives”. The ability to connect and collaborate with diffe-
rent actors is all the more important when taking into 
account that “We are missing business skills among 
IC practitioners. The private sector is seen by many 
as a solution. But only few practitioners have a 
clear understanding about business plans”. (Signi-
ficant overlap)

Systems thinking, the ability to consider the wider 
context, break complex topics or situations into smaller 
parts to gain better insights and inform actions required 
was ranked in the survey as the top competency in 2030. 
In addition, it was anticipated to increase in importance 
until 2030. Key informants often referred to systems 
thinking related to the systemic and cascading nature of 
emerging trends and challenges for the sector, such as 
climate change, disasters, water scarcity, food security, 
migration and conflict, which are all interconnected in 
a systemic way. Moreover, insights from key informant 
interviews underline the importance of being able to see 
the bigger picture and understanding how a given "sys-
tem" works (-> strategic thinking and future focus).

Several key informants referenced the importance of 
power/geopolitics and the consequent need to “think 
and work politically”, this includes how and why deci-
sions are taken, and by whom. The ability to think and 
work politically is needed to understand and contribute 
to setting the development agenda in terms of topics, 
funding and strategy. Accordingly, one key informant 
observes that thinking and working politically is about 
“being able to understand the dynamics, including 
hidden political factors in any context. It is the abi-
lity to promote, push, and lobby for a topic. Howe-
ver, this is not so much a technical quality, rather 
a political one. In a way it’s always been there, but 
in the last years we have learnt it’s super impor-
tant if you want to influence change. We now start 
to acknowledge that we need to apply this. In fact, 
we could learn such competencies from the poli-
ticians in the “Wandelhalle” in Bern, because in 
DC we are sometimes a bit naïve in terms of how 

important decisions are taken or not”. (Significant 
overlap)

Adaptability and flexibility, the ability to adjust 
effectively to a changing environment and deal well with 
changes and uncertainty, was ranked by survey respon-
dents as the third most important competency by 2030. 
In addition, it was anticipated to increase in importance 
somewhat until 2030. Key informant interviews support 
these findings strongly. Adaptability and flexibility were 
discussed at different levels.

At a conceptual level, it was about practitioners’ ability to 
quickly adopt relevant changes in working approaches 
and instruments: “Project management and bud-
geting today look quite different from 20 years 
ago”. Accordingly, there have been calls for instance 
for “more flexibility in terms of submitting less 
detailed logframes and budgets, due to fragility”. 
Given there is no ready-made solution in the IC sector, 
another key informant refers to the importance of being 
“able to test new ideas and approaches, including 
learning from other sectors like the private sec-
tor. Testing new ideas and approaches essentially 
requires adaptability and flexibility”.

At a practical and personal level, it was discussed in light 
of being able to manage stress and work-life balance in 
the wake of increasing uncertainty and complexity: “We 
are in a period of life where everything is very fast. 
Flexibility helps to work independently”. Another 
key informant refers to the growing requirement for 
young professionals to be “open and flexible in terms 
of striking a balance between career, work and 
life”.

At an operational or programmatic level, adaptabi-
lity and flexibility were reflected in terms of the neces-
sary ability to build, facilitate and manage complex 
partnerships: “The trend is towards larger pro-
grammes, including evidence-based advocacy 
alliances. Hence, we must develop the capacity to 
connect with a lot of partners, including unusual 
ones and be flexible when coordinating such com-
plex programmes”. (-> Collaboration, cooperation and 
teamwork) Adaptability and flexibility were also linked 
to the trend of triple nexus-based approaches, and the 
“need for IC practitioners to switch modes of wor-
king from short-term crises to longer term deve-
lopment projects, frequently”. Further, they were 
linked to the trend of localisation. Increasingly, IC orga-
nisations’ country offices are managed by local practitio-
ners: “Expats will more and more have only a coor-
dinating and facilitating role, not a ‘teaching role’. 
Local knowledge, i.e. local staff will be the key dri-
vers in the implementation of projects”. (Significant 
overlap)
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Critical thinking, the ability to use logic and reaso-
ning to identify the strengths and weaknesses of alter-
native solutions, conclusions or approaches to problems, 
was ranked in the survey as the second most impor-
tant competency for 2030. It was anticipated to increase 
somewhat in importance by 2030. These findings are 
also reflected by key informant interviews. Several key 
informants mentioned the IC sector’s focus on some 
trends such as digitalisation and private sector engage-
ment was in some cases oversimplified, that risks were 
being overlooked or were not well understood and men-
tioned the need for critical perspective on such issues, 
as indicated by the following two statements: “We need 
more digital literacy, yes, but not in the sense of 
being able to use digital systems, but how to assess 
them”. “Engaging for instance with the private sec-
tor is important but needs a new approach and is 
currently oversimplified”.

Critical thinking also refers to meta-cognitive ability, i.e. 
being able to not only know (have knowledge on certain 
subjects), but especially to know what to know, when and 
why. “We often fall victim to trends and flavours, 
buzzwords. People are interested in methods and 
approaches, but they don’t think of the big pic-
ture in order to be able to reflect on and analyse the 
data gained from these methods and approaches. 
People need to think more about why what they are 
learning or becoming aware of is important.”

Critical thinking and the associated attitudes were 
also strongly linked to localisation or decolonisation 
of the IC sector in the sense of being able to “think and 
do things differently in development”, self-critically 
perceive power imbalances, and to let go of control for 
instance in North-South partnerships. An attitude lin-
ked to critical thinking in the competency framework 
is the “acknowledgement of limitations of one’s own 
knowledge with modesty while staying motivated to 
learn more”. This critical self-reflection and understan-
ding of the perspectives of others was considered criti-
cal by key informants in relation to the emerging trend 
of ‘shifting relationships, localisation and decolonisa-
tion’. “There is an urgent call for being very criti-
cal about IC. We must ask ourselves whether we do 
the right things, rather than doing things right.” 
However, in this regard a few key informants questioned 
whether critical thinking is actually enough to bring 
about real change. This issue is further discussed below 
under the competency ‘self-awareness and self-reflec-
tion’. (Significant overlap)

Strategic thinking and future focus, the ability to 
develop a broad, big-picture and long-term view and link 
it to daily work, and the ability to bring together rele-
vant trends, emerging technology, and future opportu-
nities, was rated by survey respondents as the seventh 
most important competency. In addition, it was antici-
pated to increase significantly in importance by 2030. 

This was also mentioned by many key informants, refer-
ring to the growing importance of geo-political conside-
rations, the ability to think and work politically (-> sys-
tems thinking), the changing landscape of the sector 
and systemic challenges such as climate change. “In 
the wake of globalisation and increasing blurring 
lines between Global North and South it is impor-
tant to have global and holistic views in order to be 
able to understand the complexity of the system we 
work in, and how it works, and how do deal with 
it.” Another key informant puts it as follows: “Strate-
gic foresight, future literacy is about being able to 
look ahead 15 years or longer and think of what we 
need to do or change now. That is often missing, we 
usually see and think in 3 years cycles. We need 
to be thinking longer term and build that in from 
the start of everything we do in organisations, 
networks, programmes, etc.” (Partial overlap)

Complex Problem-solving, the ability to define a com-
plex problem and navigate solutions for it, was ranked 
by survey respondents as the fourth most important 
competency by 2030. In addition, it was anticipated to 
increase in importance most significantly until 2030. 
Pinpointing to the fast-growing importance of being 
able to deal with complexity and handle uncertainty, 
this was also supported by key informants, but with a 
comparatively much lower weighting. “What happens 
in one part of the world affects some other part far 
away, due to interdependency and interconnec-
tion. This becomes more and more recognised and 
is reflected for instance by the increasing number 
of hybrid interventions / activities, with only very 
few contexts being purely development or huma-
nitarian, due to conflicts and natural disasters. 
The fact that there are more and more actors invol-
ved in these interventions, adds to the complexity.” 
In a similar vein, complex problem-solving was linked 
to nexus-based approaches, and systemic and cascading 
challenges such as climate change. Reference was also 
made to the decisiveness of forging alliances, coalitions, 
and multi-stakeholder partnerships in order to be able to 
tackle complex problems. (Partial overlap)

Active learning and learning strategies, the abi-
lity to understand the implications of new information 
for both current and future problem-solving and deci-
sion-making, and to select and use training/instructio-
nal methods and procedures appropriate for the situa-
tion when learning or teaching new things, was ranked 
by survey respondents as the eighth most important 
competency for the year 2030. In addition, it was anti-
cipated to significantly increase in importance by 2030. 
This was also supported by several key informants, 
pinpointing to the fast-growing relevance of lifelong 
learning in relation to IC’s growing complexity in gene-
ral, and the increasing opportunities in terms of data 
and evidence availability more particularly. The IC sec-
tor is challenged by the lack of organisations’ ability to 
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learn, i.e. to manage knowledge and develop institu-
tional memory, accessible to all employees: “Hence, 
many IC practitioners, especially young professio-
nals, are inclined to reinvent the wheel, assuming 
trends are ‘new’, whereas in reality many are not” 
(K 11, 2022).” Examples include evidence-based policy 
making and decolonisation. It also relates to the impor-
tant fact that by definition all competencies have to be 
acquired through different types of learning processes, 
as discussed in chapter 4. Another recurring learning 
challenge the sector faces is that “people tend to say 
learning is crucial, but in reality, it is not valued or 
given priority, often due to pressure to deliver and 
corresponding lack of time, and the lack of reflec-
ting on how people actually learn.” (Significant over-
lap, but lower priority).

Digital and technological literacy, the ability to inte-
grate digital and technological developments in the 
design and delivery of relevant policies, programmes 
and services, was ranked in the survey as the sixth most 
important competency for the year 2030. Though, it was 
anticipated to increase only somewhat in importance 
until 2030. This relates to the growing trends of digita-
lisation and technological change which, as mentioned 
above, present both opportunities and risks. Key infor-
mants, however, did not mention digital and technolo-
gical literacy as an important competency. Instead, refe-
rence was made to relevant data literacy. (Partial overlap)

Data literacy, the ability to utilise diverse data sources 
to improve the speed and quality of programming and 
decision-making processes, was ranked in the survey at 
the lower end of importance for the year 2030, but it was 
anticipated to increase considerably in importance until 
2030. This relates to the growing trends of digitalisation 
and technological change, particularly data availability. 
Many key informants, however, consider data literacy an 
important competency by 2030, indicated for instance by 
the ability to use “Big data for evidence-based inter-
ventions”, and the ability to “understand what the 
data say.” In addition, data literacy is considered vital 
for lifelong learning, and in this sense acquiring any 
competency: “Given the unprecedented availability 
of information, younger generations have started 
to learn differently, i.e. in a more needs based, bite 
size, and ad hoc manner. Hence, it is crucial espe-
cially for young professionals to be data literate in 
order to be able to navigate their careers and learn 
the competencies they need.” (Partial overlap)

There were mixed views on the role of the competency 
‘techniques and technologies’, the ability to unders-
tand and apply techniques and technologies in use wit-
hin a specific scientific subject or field. This competency 
was rated relatively low by survey respondents in terms 
of its importance by 2030, but as relatively high in terms 
of increasing in importance until 2030. Some key infor-
mants see it as decreasing in importance for instance 

for actors in the Global North (as they can be sourced 
locally), others consider it increasing in technical fields 
such as climate change, again others see it increasing in 
the sense that digital and technological literacy implies 
data literacy, i.e. knowing how to “read” or “interpret” the 
data (-> digital and technological literacy, and digital lite-
racy). (Partial overlap)

An interesting finding from our analysis concerns the 
competency ‘concepts and theories’, the ability to 
understand and apply the basic concepts and defini-
tions that are relevant for a specific thematic subject or 
a field. There are diverging views between literature, key 
informant interviews and the survey. According to the 
survey, it is ranks as the least important competency 
by 2030, and was the only competency considered to be 
decreasing in importance between 2021 and 2030. Lite-
rature has a similar stance in that it indicates a tendency 
away from content knowledge to process knowledge 
in learning and education curricula (Ehlers, 2020). A 
few key informants however perceive this competency 
as vital, referring to the challenge that many practitio-
ners do not know enough about key development topics 
and trends, especially more recent topics such as cli-
mate change and blended finance. Other key informants 
also referenced it as a prerequisite to effective commu-
nication or openness to and capacity for dialogue ‘Dia-
logfähigkeit’, as indicated by the following statement 
of one key informant: “Technical competencies like 
concepts and theories stay important, i.e. tenden-
tially they decrease slowly in the sense that the 
competency itself loses its importance, but being 
able to know something about all concepts and 
theories and know which one being offered is the 
best and most suitable one, becomes more impor-
tant.” Other key informants also referenced the compe-
tency as a prerequisite to critically reflect on one's own 
work and knowledge framework, i.e. mental models, a 
crucial meta-cognitive ability highly needed in IC work. 
Some of these topics are also covered in critical thinking. 
(Partial overlap)

The discrepancy between the findings from the survey 
and the key informant interviews may be related to the 
fact that survey respondents had less information about 
definitional aspects of competencies. Another possible 
explanation is that key informant interviews offered 
more time to differentiate different aspects of the com-
petency concepts and theories.

Self-awareness and self-reflection, the ability 
to understand own strengths and weaknesses and 
enhance self-development, was ranked by survey res-
pondents as one of the least important competencies by 
2030. It is however anticipated to increase in importance 
between 2021 and 2030. This finding was clearly not sup-
ported by key informants, pinpointing to the relevance 
of localisation. For corresponding power shifts to take 
place, critical thinking attitudes like modesty and lear-
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ning motivation are not enough. Rather, a combination 
of additional attitudes associated with other personal 
and social competencies are needed.

This includes valuing honesty and transparency and 
applying them in relationships and own work (integrity 
and work ethics), and being open-minded and willing to 
build trust, and share control and responsibility with 
others (collaboration and cooperation). It essentially also 
includes critically reflecting on one’s own experience, as 
indicated by one key informant: “We have to learn to 
be able to deal with inequity, i.e. to deal with struc-
tural racism, including knowing about one’s own 
racism and bias; this goes way beyond cultural 
sensitivity. It’s no problem to “see colour”, but it’s 
crucial to understand how this impacts our work.” 
Concerning the competency of being self-aware and 
self-reflected, another key informant puts it at follows: 
“We need to go back to the fundamentals. All we 
know is that we know very little. We need to relati-
vise, as individuals we need to be introspective. We 
need to recognise our vulnerability, because many 
of the things we think are true may turn out not to 
be true.” (Small/no overlap)

The discrepancy between the findings from the survey 
and the key informant interviews may be related to the 
fact that survey respondents had less information about 
definitional aspects of competencies. Another possible 
explanation is that key informant interviews offered 
more time to differentiate different aspects of the com-
petency self-reflection and self-awareness.

Creative thinking and innovation, the ability to 
apply alternative thinking to develop and implement 
new, original ideas and answers, was ranked low by sur-
vey respondents both in terms of its importance by 2030, 
and until 2030. The findings from the key informant 
interviews, however, show a different picture: creative 
thinking and innovation is considered a vital compe-
tency. “Creativity is truly key and will continue to 
be.” This relates to trends such as increasing complexity 
and uncertainty in general, and more particularly the 
blurring boundaries between Global North and South, 
localisation/decolonisation, and fragility: “There is 
less reason as well as appetite for classical project 
approaches and more for innovative alternatives 
such as social movements, advocacy alliances, and 
private sector engagement through impact inves-
ting and social entrepreneurship.” It also relates 
to trends like urbanisation and human displacement 
and migration: “Currently, the human capacity of 
migrants (internal and international) is heavily 
underutilised. This will increase massively.” Other 
key informants link it to the fact that many competen-
cies are interconnected, as indicated by the following 
observation: “To be competent in strategic thinking 
and having future focus one also needs to be a crea-
tive and innovative.” Another key informant links it 

to trends in digitalisation and technology: “blockchain 
and other technologies will completely replace 
many of the things we do manually today, and it 
will become easier to share knowledge. To be able 
to navigate in this changing environment, new 
skills like creativity and innovation will be cru-
cial.” (Small/no overlap)

Key informant interviews were furthermore revealing 
in that attitudes were often directly explicitly linked to 
one or more of the aforementioned competencies. The 
discussions expressed the view that many attitudes are 
still being taken for granted or underestimated in the 
IC sector, hence not systematically fostered. The view 
is that attitudes are inevitably getting more important, 
and hence it is only a matter of time until they will be 
overtly discussed and addressed by IC organisations and 
practitioners. Some of the mentioned attitudes include: 
empathy; emotional intelligence; introspection, inclu-
ding awareness of power imbalances and humility, i.e. 
not knowing it all; feeling comfortable with oneself; let-
ting go of control; interpersonal / cultural skills; genuine 
interest/curiosity in different views (without looking 
down on others); generative listening; having connec-
tions and discussions with people on eye level; being 
courageous (e.g. to address controversial topics or chose 
courage over comfort); feeling inter-connected; patience; 
perseverance; frugality; joy; and presence and kindness. 
Many of these attitudes are linked to the competencies 
needed to ‘create the world we want’, and enable ‘decolo-
nisation’ and/or a shift in Global North-South relations, 
hence critical thinking, and self-awareness and self-re-
flection, for instance.

Overview of prioritised competencies by survey 
respondents
Our analysis shows that IC organisations, employers, 
further education institutes, and practitioners increa-
singly recognise the relevance of these “newer” compe-
tencies, including social or personal competencies.

Figure 6: Diagram of perceived change and relative 
importance of competencies, as rated by survey respon-
dents, shows all pre-defined competencies plotted based 
on their average survey rank of relative importance (as 
rated by survey respondents) (y axis), and the average 
anticipated change rating between decreasing, staying 
the same or increasing in importance by 2030 relative to 
2021 (x axis). Referring to the location in the diagram sug-
gests which competencies should be prioritised in what 
way. It should be taken into account that this does not 
reflect the findings from the key informant interviews, 
which consider creative thinking and innovation, and 
self-awareness and self-reflection also highly important 
competencies, as outlined further above. 

Competencies in the upper right section, such as sys-
tems thinking are considered to be most important 
(relative to others) in 2030, and also as increase in impor-
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Figure 6: Diagram of perceived change and relative importance of competencies

Diagram of perceived change and relative importance of competencies, as rated by survey respondents

tance by a significant share of respondents. Competen-
cies in the upper left section, such as critical thinking, 
are rated as highly relevant in 2030, but with less of an 
increase in importance from today. Competencies in the 
lower left section, such as concepts and theories were 
considered less relevant and are considered (on average) 
as becoming less important, or increasing in impor-
tance only somewhat. Competencies which were rated 
as increasing in importance, by the greatest share of 
respondents, but as less important relative to others in 
2030, including for instance authenticity, self-presenta-
tion and social influence, are in the lower right section 
of the diagram. 

These four sections give an indication of which compe-
tencies could be prioritised by investing corresponding 
resources (e.g. human, capital, time), and which should 
be improved upon significancy (those in the upper right 
section), or maintained at the similar lever, or improved 
upon only somewhat (upper left section). 

Table 2 provides a partial insight into the details of the 
competencies considered highly important in 2030 by 
both survey respondents and key informants. Inves-

ting in or promoting a competency is not straight-
forward as each competency involves various integrated 
knowledge levels, skills and attitudes. In addition, due 
to the interconnected nature of competencies, certain 
competencies’ knowledge, skills and attitudes overlap 
to some extent with those from other competencies. For 
instance, systems thinking is also reflected in critical 
thinking

As an example, Table 3 partly breaks down and links 
the knowledge, skills and attitudes associated with the 
competency ‘complex problem-solving’ to the specific 
context of IC day-to-day practice. The example revolves 
around a programme planner/manager responsible for 
implementing complex interventions.

Given the growing focus on methodological, social 
and personal competencies, especially the growing 
acknowledgement of the role of attitudes the key 
question is how to bring about not just the required 
knowledge and skills for each competency, but also the 
desired attitudes. Taking for instance critical thinking, 
how does one foster the “acknowledgment of limita-
tions of own knowledge with modesty while staying 
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Critical thinking Systems thinking Collaboration, coopera-
tion, teamwork

Adaptability and flexibi-
lity

Knowledge:
	 Knowledge of techniques 

to describe the structure 
of an argument

	 ...

Knowledge:
	 Knowledge of basic sys-

tems thinking principles
	 ...

Knowledge:
	 Knowledge of group 

dynamics and processes 
for empowering effective 
collaboration and positive 
team atmosphere

Knowledge:
	 Knowledge of sources of 

ambiguity and change 
and their impact on diffe-
rent environments and 
contexts

Skills / Ability to:
	 Identify key problems

	 …
	 Provide sound recom-

mendations

Skills / Ability to:
	 Differentiate and quantify 

systems elements
	 …

	 Use mental modelling 
and abstraction

Skills / Ability to:
	 Build networks and colla-

borative relationships and 
trust with others

	 …
	 Empower positive team 

environment and effec-
tive collaboration

Skills / Ability to:
	 Ability to adapt to diffe-

rent roles, responsibilities, 
and contexts 

	 …

Attitudes:
	 Aspire to be an informed 

citizen
	 ...

Attitudes:
	 Be willing to learn about 

systems
	 Be explorative when 

approaching systemic 
problems, including 
multiple perspectives

	 ...

Attitudes:
	 See potential in working 

with others
	 Be flexible in taking on 

different roles within a 
team

	 ...

Attitudes:
	 Be open to criticism and 

setbacks 
	 ...

Example competency descriptions for competencies rated most important by survey respondents and key informants 

Table 2: Example competency descriptions for competencies 

Complex problem-solving Knowledge, skills and attitudes reflected in IC day-to-day practice

Knowledge:
	 Knowledge of techniques 

and processes to tackle 
complex problems

	 Knowledge of elements of 
ill- and well-defined pro-
blems

	 ...

	 Knowledge of techniques e.g. scenario planning, social network analysis, causal loop 
diagram, and probing-sensing-responding cycles

	 Knowledge of processes e.g. adaptive management (governance, contracting)
	 Ill-defined: e.g. high levels of social disagreement and technical uncertainty in 

context; cause-effect relations not (well) understood
	 Well-defined: e.g. high levels of social agreement and technical certainty in context; 

cause-effect relations are (well) understood
	 ...

Skills / Ability to:
	 Adopt systems thinking
	 Define a complex problem
	 Understand the implica-

tions of new information 
for both current and future 
problem-solving (active 
learning)

	 …

	 Programme planner/manger applies a holistic view in any context assessment consi-
dering systems concepts (e.g. relationships, boundaries, perspectives)

	 Based on findings from context analysis, programme planner/manager defines the 
problem by using complexity concepts (e.g. unlike in simple and complicated pro-
blems, in a complex problem the cause-effect relations are understandable only in 
hindsight, and they do not repeat)

	 This means the programme planner/manager should invest in probing, sensing and 
responding activities in short iteration cycles

	 …

Attitudes:
	 Be comfortable with solving 

non-familiar problems
	 ...

	 Programme planner/manager has researcher or tinkerer mindset, feels inspired and 
motivated when problem at hand is complex, unorthodox. 

	 ...

Table 3: Example detailed description of the required knowledge, skills and attitudes for complex 
problem-solving in IC
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motivated to learn more”? Or with regard to collabora-
tion, cooperation and teamwork how does one nurture 
the “willingness to share control and responsibility with 
others in the delivery of team work and outcomes”? Or in 
terms of Complex problem-solving, how to strengthen 
“Be comfortable with solving non-familiar problems”?

The question of how the integration process of 
knowledge, skills and attitudes takes place is discussed 
in the next chapter.

How can such competencies be acquired or fur-
ther fostered?

Several mechanisms for acquiring and fostering compe-
tencies are discussed below. These mechanisms include 
formal education and training and practice-oriented 
initiatives like coaching and mentoring. Many of these 
methods focus primarily on knowledge and skills. An 
interesting insight from key informant interviews is 
that many practitioners proceeded from the assumption 
that ‘attitudes’ can be learnt. It is an ongoing debate how 
the learning processes revolving around developing 
integrated knowledge, skills, and attitudes takes place. 
However, a growing body of literature indicates atti-
tudes are not only a product of childhood and long-term 
socialisation, they can also be learnt through exposure 
to specific contexts (Albarracin et al., 2005).
 
Depending on the research tradition, literature diffe-
rentiates between several levels or steps of competency 
learning processes using different terminology and 
approaches. According to (Baartman & De Bruijn, (2011) 
for instance, the integration of knowledge, skills and 
attitudes can be structured according to low integra-
tion, high integration and transformative integration 
processes. 
 
For knowledge and skills, low integration is about 
automatic performance and practice. It takes place when 
the knowledge required to solve a new task gets automa-
tically triggered and applied as the task resembles pre-
vious tasks. High integration is about reflecting while 
doing, as available knowledge and skills cannot simply 
be unwound in a new task, hence additional knowledge 
and skills are developed during the task, and existing 
mental models (e.g. internalised views, processes) are 
updated. Transformative integration goes a step fur-
ther, it is about self-critical reflection in action, when 
a learner’s mental models are largely challenged and 
revised. This may lead to significant change in perspec-
tive. Translating this integration approach to the deve-
lopment of attitudes, the following should be noted:
 

4	 Mechanisms to develop competencies

“In their (low integration) automatic activation phase, 
attitudes are automatically and unconsciously activated 
from long-term memory. These attitudes are developed 
during frequent experiences with an object and stronger 
attitudes are more easily retrieved. In the (high integra-
tion) deliberation phase, a learner consciously searches 
for information to form a (contextual) attitude. This 
only occurs if the learner has the opportunity (aware-
ness, time, and cognitive resources) and motivation to 
do so. For example, the context may trigger motivation 
by highlighting the positive consequences of an action 
or the costliness of a judgmental error, resulting in the 
need to deliberate on one’s choices and actions.” (Baart-
man & De Bruijn, 2011, p. 131f). 
 
In this sense, concerning attitudes, in low integra-
tion processes, attitudes such as being on time or being 
polite are integrated with knowledge and skills, as they 
represent the most basic attitudes needed for a practitio-
ner to act professionally. They develop and integrate by 
means of regular practice. In high integration, the lear-
ner needs to understand why particular attitudes mat-
ter in given contexts. The attitude of being willing and 
able to act critically regarding one’s work is decisive. 
For example, practitioners have to seek and embrace 
feedback on their work. In transformative integration, 
the attitude of being introspective is essential. Adding 
new knowledge and skills is not enough, it is about the 
willingness to decisively change one’s work practices. 
Here, the focus is not only on reflecting on one’s work, 
but on being willing to reflect on one’s own functioning 
as an employee or practitioner. This process rarely leads 
to immediate action, considering it takes time for the 
learner to change their mental models. Transformative 
integration goes beyond cognition, entailing social and 
emotional changes by transforming what we do and who 
we are.
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A concrete example for high integration would 
be a NADEL student/practitioner integrating 
knowledge on different planning tools (e.g. log-
frame, theory of change, budget) for designing 
a water project in a complex situation with the 
practical skills of translating it into the project’s 
adaptive work plans, and with an attitude of 
being willing to address ill-defined problems and 
showing respect for the international country 
team with which they are working. Transforma-
tive integration would set in the moment the 
student was challenged to radically change their 
approach, including for instance fully letting go 
of ‘Western’ logic and complexity thinking, and 
instead embracing indigenous knowledge sys-
tems (e.g. storytelling, spirituality).

Through key informant interviews, different mecha-
nisms were identified, also reflected in literature (Har-
vey, 2000; OECD 2011; Cherry, 2021). As shown in Table 4, 
examples include mentoring, peer to peer learning and 
coaching; formal training; practice-oriented placement; 
leadership/organisational practices; and self-learning 
initiatives. Unless indicated otherwise, the described 

mechanisms hold similarly for new and experienced 
professionals. Depending on several factors such as 
context, the learner’s motivation and existing compe-
tencies, available time, etc. all of these mechanisms can 
contribute to the development of all listed competencies 
to varying degrees. This is supported by literature ( Dunn 
et al., 2021; Inner Development Goals, 2022; Joynes et al., 
2019), and there was consensus amongst key informants 
that a combination of mechanisms is needed for com-
petency development: certain mechanisms offer more, 
others less opportunities necessary to acquire relevant 
competencies.

Key informants underline two cross-cutting factors for 
effectively acquiring attitudes through high and trans-
formative integration: mechanisms facilitating indi-
vidualised acquisition of attitudes and combining 
different mechanisms as much as possible. In fact, 
more holistic approaches offering different acquisition 
options or formats to different audiences and combining 
formal training with practice-orientation and expo-
sure, are more promising. They nurture attitudes more 
specifically and regularly, and/or through longer-term 
accompaniment of students / practitioners in their pro-
fessional (and personal) transformation into their roles 
in work. However, there are challenges, which will be 
dealt with in the next chapter.

5	 Challenges to develop competencies

What are the most important challenges to 
acquire these competencies for potential 
employees in the IC who have only a limited 
experience in this sector. How are they different 
from challenges to those knowing the sector?

A range of challenges to develop competencies were 
identified through key informant interviews and litera-
ture. These challenges discussed below are specific to 
the IC sector. Unless stated otherwise, they apply to new 
and experienced professionals alike.

Structural issues with the sector: Key informants 
mentioned the systems, structures, and procedures wit-
hin the IC sector more broadly that can prohibit compe-
tency development. The tendency towards outsourcing 
or the tendering/commercial approach was identified 
as a barrier to learning by two key informants. It was 
linked to short termism and knowledge loss within IC 
organisations. “The current tendering process has 
a strong focus on good CVs that can win tenders. 
This is not conductive to long term training and 
building competencies of staff within institu-

tions.” This issue was also linked to a lack of time for 
learning, caused by competition between organisations 
within the IC sector. The procedural workload and time 
pressures associated with the IC funding systems was 
also identified as a barrier. “We are constantly under 
pressure and overwhelmed (with procedural work) 
in order to quantify and make measurable, which 
limits time for learning.”

Lack of organisational enabling environment: 
Several key informants also mentioned organisatio-
nal barriers, which in many cases were linked to the 
above-mentioned IC sector structural issues. This varied 
from a lack of time and internal systems and procedures 
to enable learning, to organisational cultures that value 
the wrong competencies or don’t enable employees to 
challenge ideas and assumptions or effectively deploy 
competencies. 

Several key informants mentioned the lack of resources 
(including financial and human resources), space and 
time to enable learning. “Many organisations still 
do not invest sufficient resources into promoting 
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their staff to develop their skills.” This was linked to 
‘pressure to deliver’ which in turn leads to a low priority 
and low perceived value placed on learning and compe-
tency development. One key informant mentioned the 
rotation systems that some IC organisations that can 
inhibit long term organisational learning. “Organisa-
tions with a rotation policy struggle to build ins-
titutional memory, and this leads to many pro-
fessionals reinventing the wheel instead of using 
existing knowledge.”

Several key informants also mentioned the prevalence 
of organisational cultures that undervalue and under-
recognise the importance of learning. “The lacking 
culture of recognition of one’s performance is an 
issue: recognition is free and easy to give, but it’s 
been forgotten and is undervalued.” In addition, cer-
tain organisational cultures value the ‘wrong’ compe-
tencies: “Competencies like emotional intelligence, 
future focus and navigating complexity and sys-
tems are underdeveloped in this sector. Currently, 
the sector highly values technical expertise. But 
this doesn’t help if it’s not coupled with other 
skills.” 

The issues of adaptability and flexibility mentioned 
above were also linked to organisations, specifically in 
terms of being learning organisations, for instance by 
having the necessary adaptive governance, program-
ming and delivery systems in place, or by being willing 
and able to decentralise decision-making power in order 
to localise. “We talk about adaptability (for IC pro-
fessionals), but our institutions are not adaptable 
or flexible. They are often more difficult to change 
than individuals.” Regarding localisation: “To fos-
ter the types of competencies discussed – attitu-
dinal and mindset changes, you need an enabling 
organisational culture: colleagues pushing and 
challenging each other, learning from failure. In 
many organisations this hits a blockage when it 
interacts with existing power structures.”

Lacking competence-based approaches: Linked to 
the above, several key informants mentioned a lack of 
suitable structures, frameworks, or systematic approach 
to competency development within organisations. This 
is also reflected in literature (Škrinjarić, 2022). For many 
organisations, the purpose and meaning of competen-
cies lacks focus, one of the indications being that compe-
tencies are defined vaguely, not differentiating between 
knowledge, skills and attitudes. “We don't talk enough 
about competencies. They have to be taken more 
seriously. What is still missing is an explicit link 
between a competency and a beneficial outcome.” 
In a similar vein: “It is often assumed that people, 
including people in leadership roles learn compe-
tencies by osmosis. Especially attitudes are so dif-
ficult to learn.” Hence, the search for new talent and 
the promotion of staff competencies is often unsyste-

matic. Skills are simplistically considered as compe-
tencies. Job advertisements, job descriptions, terms of 
references and staff performance appraisal lack orien-
tation towards specific competencies and their develop-
ment, which, in turn, hampers organisational effective-
ness. In a similar vein, many universities and training 
institutes do not work with qualification profiles (ana-
logous to organisations’ competencies frameworks) and 
as a result, their curricula are not designed specifically 
enough to spur the required competencies matching 
learning objectives (constructive alignment). As a 
consequence, students, trainees, and learners are not 
optimally equipped with competencies required when 
applying for and working in new positions in the IC sec-
tor. This may be linked to the lack of empirical evidence 
linking competency development to individual and 
organisational performance and outcomes.

Lack of suitable or accessible learning options: Key 
informants and literature (Baartman & De Bruijn, 2011; 
Harvey, 2000; Joynes et al., 2019) cite the lack of oppor-
tunities at universities and formal training institutes to 
effectively teach/learn attitudes associated with com-
petencies such as critical thinking or the lack of inte-
gration of such competencies with associated attitudes. 
“Attitudes cannot be learnt well in formal settings, 
as they require exposure to a learning-by-doing 
or on-the-job training environment. But educa-
tion institutes usually provide little such practical 
opportunities.” According to literature, there is a gene-
ral “(mis)match between employers’ requirements and 
workers’ acquisition of needed competencies” (Škrinja-
rić, 2022). Regarding the IC sector, there is some indica-
tion the competency mismatch may be growing (cinfo 
& BASS, 2020; Devex et al., 2018; Joynes et al., 2019). The 
traditional frontal class-based knowledge transfer para-
digm of many institutions should be systematically 
complemented by interactive, more agile, and prac-
tice-oriented teaching / learning models. However, in 
practice this shift is taking place slowly, despite being 
taken up in many curricula. One reason for this is the 
uncertainty of the teaching / training staff: Who should 
teach how future competencies are taught and which 
methods can be used for the assessment (Ehlers, 2020). 
This study also shows the many of the competencies 
required for the challenges described in the IC sector 
are increasingly competencies that require “high” and 
“transformative” integration of new knowledge, skills 
and attitudes, which are difficult to promote and acquire. 
They require increasing investments on the part of eve-
ryone involved. Related to self-learning options, one key 
informant mentioned “there is oversupply of unfil-
tered opportunities such as massive open online 
courses (MOOC). What is needed is blended, guided, 
and accompanied learning options.”

Personal mindset and willingness to learn: Many 
key informants also referred to personal mindsets, wil-
lingness to change oneself, and self-awareness related 
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to ‘the need to learn’ as a major challenge (however, it 
should be noted that mindset was not always explicitly 
or clearly differentiated from attitudes, as defined in this 
study). 

“People do not always want to develop. It can be 
painful.” “Many development professionals are 
not up to scratch, because many do not grasp the 
need for learning... We have too many unaware 
“development tourists.” Other issues mentioned 
include the lack of individual recognition that one needs 
the identified skills, resistance or fear of change, fear of 
losing importance and fear of not being able to learn, or 
staying in expat bubbles. “The thing is, expats tend to 
speak to expats and locals to locals, even when the 
working atmosphere is excellent.” Mindset challen-
ges were also linked to some of the structural issues men-
tioned above – the focus on results based approached 
has led practitioners to “think we can deliver results 
through procedures, rather than through creating 
shared values. This is to a large extent self-created 
and prevents learning.”

Acquiring attitudes is a challenge: As outlined in 
this study, it is generally more difficult to acquire atti-
tudes compared to knowledge and skills. The mecha-
nisms promoting attitudes, especially attitudes asso-
ciated with personal and social competencies are more 
resource intensive (time, money, …) for both competency 
trainers and learners. Many key informants referred 
to the importance of acquiring especially the “hard to 
learn” or “transformative” attitudes (empathy, humble-
ness, courage, mindfulness, etc.), because these atti-
tudes – and the corresponding knowledge and skills 
– allow IC practitioners to deal competently with the 
challenges in their work, which is complex and uncer-
tain (at times chaotic) by nature. “The challenge is that 
complexity in IC is growing. The more you look at 
it, the more you find new and interdependent ele-
ments such as environmental, political, ethical, 
etc. It can be very challenging to understand this 
complexity. This makes it difficult especially for 
young professionals to know ‘in what area do I 
need to learn more?’”

Societal barriers: Key informants also raised societal 
barriers or societal taboos (including related to race and 
gender) which limit individuals’ opportunity to learn, 
or to learn by doing. “We are not tuned in to respec-
ting, or harnessing the full potential of some indi-
viduals, such as women or migrant communities, 
or providing opportunities that can lead to further 
learning.” Societal norms or taboos related to expres-
sing emotions can prohibit the development of certain 
competencies. 

Challenges for new professionals
Key informants also identified some challenges that 
were viewed as specific to young professionals, such as 
lack of financial means, competition, and limited expe-
rience and hence exposure to ‘field’ realities, or complex 
environments that can foster the development of com-
petencies such as systems thinking and complex pro-
blem-solving through direct experience of complexity. 
Key informants also referenced limited networks as a 
barrier to competency development for younger profes-
sionals, which can limit learning opportunities though 
formal or informal mentoring, coaching and peer to 
peer learning.  This was viewed as particularly true for 
the generation of professionals who started their career 
during the Covid-19 related university and workplace 
closures.

Challenges for experienced professionals
Key informants identified some challenges that were 
viewed as unique to experienced professionals. These 
included the lack of incentives to continue learning 
once professionals reach more senior positions (if one 
has already reached their career goals for example), 
expectations from themselves or others that as a more 
senior staff members they should already know. Exis-
ting knowledge and experience were seen by some as a 
potential barrier to being able to ‘see things differently’. 
Other challenges that were perceived as being more 
common amongst more experienced professionals, 
such as a lack of thematic subject matter knowledge on 
newer topics (such as climate change) or new technolo-
gies (digital literacy), and in some cases, fear of change or 
becoming less important as a result of change.
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How should training institutions and employers 
cope with the corresponding implications /  
challenges? What about employees or future 
applicants?

6.1 General

The analysis above provides an overview of the trends 
and competencies considered most important for the IC 
sector for the year 2030. Several methods for fostering 
competencies were discussed above. Below includes an 
analysis of how training institutions, employers or orga-
nisations, and professionals (employees or future appli-
cants) could respond to opportunities and challenges. 
These recommendations are non-exhaustive, and are 
based on key informant interviews and select literature. 
How to effectively integrate knowledge, skills and atti-
tudes for each competency is an ongoing debate.

Overarching recommendations that apply to these 
highly rated competencies, and apply to training insti-
tutes, organisations and professionals alike include: 

	 Provide / seek opportunities for high and transfor-
mative integration learning such as reflecting in/
on action, and self-critical reflection or meta-co-
gnition, in order that a learner’s mental models can 
be challenged and revised. This is relevant to many 
competencies, including critical thinking, creative 
thinking and innovation, self-awareness and self-re-
flection; and for trends such as localisation / decolo-
nisation. 

	 Connect learning to reality (including complex rea-
lities) and provide/seek opportunities for active lear-
ning. This can be achieved through experiential 
learning (including learning on the job or voluntee-
ring), mentoring, and integration of practitioners 
in training approaches. This is particularly relevant 
for systems thinking and complex problem solving, 
adaptability and flexibility, and strategic thinking 
and future focus; and for trends that are systemic 
in nature, such as climate change, human displace-
ment and migration, nexus approaches and fragility. 

	 Allow time for collaboration and team-work, in par-
ticular interdisciplinary team work, discussion, 
and reflection on these processes. This is particu-
larly relevant for collaboration, cooperation and 
teamwork, as well as adaptability and flexibility; and 
for trends such as engagement with the private sec-
tor, and localisation / decolonisation. 

	 Create / seek a safe space and environment in which 
competency development is valued and enabled, 
where people can openly reflect, question and 

6	 Implications/recommendations for training 
institutions, employers and professionals

challenge ideas, mental models and assumptions. 
This is relevant for all competencies, but in particu-
lar for critical thinking, creative thinking and inno-
vation, and self-awareness and self-reflection. 

	 Focus on knowledge, skills and attitudes in compe-
tency development approaches. This is relevant for 
all competencies. (Bialik et al., 2015; Dunn et al., 2021; 
Lehner, 2021).

6.2 Training institutions

Below are potential ways that training institutions could 
respond to the opportunities and challenges listed 
above: 

Integrate on the job assignments, field exposure or 
internships within or alongside formal study pro-
grammes: Many key informants mentioned experien-
tial learning, internships, on the job training as recom-
mendations for training institutions with the stated 
aim of providing exposure to complexity, different pers-
pectives, local knowledge, and to connect what is being 
learnt to reality. Key informants also suggested conside-
ring dual education systems in the IC sector, which inte-
grate learning while working, and specific programmes 
where formal training is phased intermittently with 
work, through Certificate of Advanced Studies pro-
grammes that can be completed while working, for exa-
mple. 

Offer mentoring and exchange with practitioners 
as part of training programmes: Key informants 
also suggested providing peer to peer learning oppor-
tunities with practitioners, and working with a network 
of partners/other training institutes from around the 
world, including the Global South. This will offer new 
perspectives and help to localise formal training prac-
tices in the IC sector. This also contributes to connecting 
teaching with the reality of the students, and brings new 
perspectives that may help to challenge assumptions / 
mental models.

Promote meta-cognition, the possibility for stu-
dents to reflect: Key informants and literature referred 
to the need for students to reflect on what they learnt 
and how they learnt (Ferreras et al., 2022; Lehner, 2021). 
“Metacognition [an awareness and understanding of 
one’s own thought process] helps form autonomous stu-
dents, increasing consciousness about their own cogni-
tive processes and their self-regulation so that they can 
regulate their own learning and transfer it to any area 
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of their lives”(Ferreras et al., 2022). Promoting reflection 
may also imply maintaining a balance between close-
ness and distance to practice in order to ensure that 
what is taught is not purely pragmatic, but also provi-
des students with the context and freedom to challenge 
practice.

Explicitly integrate competencies in teaching, 
including knowledge, skills and attitudes: Some 
key informants suggested providing training specifi-
cally targeted at emerging competencies such as radi-
cal collaboration. Literature on the topic suggests that 
competencies are better taught as part of the subject 
domains in which they are used: “It is not always help-
ful to separate these competencies from the subject 
domains where students use them; they cannot be seen 
as standalones in any profound way” (Acedo & Hughes, 
2014). Key informant interviews and literature suggest 
that it can be important to explicitly identify the compe-
tencies that are being addressed, and acknowledge the 
role and purpose of competencies so that they are taken 
more seriously. Literature refers to two broad views in 
the ongoing discussion about how ‘attitudes’ can best be 
taught: one is that attitudes should be taught together 
with subject-specific course content knowledge, thereby 
taking into consideration that the attitudes to be trained 
have to be relevant to the corresponding discipline 
context; another view is to set up specific disciplines 
related to attitudes, i.e. taught independently in separate 
courses having their own formats. A number of propo-
nents in literature advocate for the adoption of a double 
approach (Albarracin et al., 2005; Ehlers, 2020; Joynes et 
al., 2019): embedding attitudes in the curriculum and 
providing additional (e.g. employability) programmes 
and/or workshops. This could also include a stron-
ger link to specific tools to promote personal growth, 
such as those outlined by the Inner Development Goals 
toolkit (ref). Training on specific competencies could 
also be made relevant by structuring it around examples 
related to emerging and relevant trends in IC.

Adapt didactic approaches and address structu-
ral issues within training institutions: Key infor-
mant interviews and literature also point towards the 
need to experiment with different didactics such as 
games and exercises where course participants can 
test what applying ‘inner development’ skills feels like. 
The traditional frontal class-based knowledge trans-
fer paradigm is to be systematically complemented by 
interactive and agile teaching/learning models inclu-
ding active learning (Ehlers, 2020; Fadel et al., 2015). For 
example, critical thinking can be promoted through 
reflection “What is my personal opinion? Where does it 
come from? Which behaviours result from this opinion? 
How does an exchange with others impact my opinion?”, 
or through social learning such as learning based on 
experience, social learning and in particular interdis-
ciplinary learning can be very helpful. Cooperation and 
collaboration can be taught through interdisciplinary 

and intercultural teamwork, and regular reflection on 
the teamwork process. Both should be coupled with 
an environment with psychological safety, and both 
imply a greater focus on process, rather than content 
(Bialik et al., 2015). “Training institutes should also 
reflect and discuss more about ‘why’ we do cer-
tain things in the IC sector, instead of ‘what’ we do 
and ‘how’ we do. Because ‘we’ don’t ‘do’ very much, 
rather our partners in the Global South do. This 
framing would help future IC practitioners to slot 
in more easily and identify their roles in IC more 
clearly.” Coupled with this, there should be a change in 
assessment modes to better fit the competencies we are 
looking for. Key informants also suggested the need to 
address structural issues within training institutes, 
decolonise teaching curricula and pedagogy, reconsider 
who is admitted to courses and why, and reassess whose 
papers and articles are studied and why.

Adjust curricula flexibly to new topic and com-
petencies: Key informants suggested that training 
institutes should aim to flexible address the current 
mis-match between training and employer needs by pro-
viding courses on relevant and upcoming topics (such 
as private sector engagement or climate change or sys-
tem thinking) and tailor this training to specific groups 
(such as senior staff or executives) based on their needs. 
Changes in labour markets often lead to adjustments in 
training and education curricula in order to fit compe-
tencies with employability requirements (Ehlers, 2020).

6.3 Employers and organisations

Below are potential ways that employers and organisa-
tions could respond to the opportunities and challenges 
listed above:

Adopt competence-based procedures that incor-
porate knowledge, skills and attitudes: Many key 
informants mentioned the need for organisational 
structures and procedures to enable competency deve-
lopment, such as competency frameworks or strate-
gies, dedicated teams who can facilitate competency 
development, more resources, and time dedicated to 
competency development. “Organisations should 
be explicit in linking competency and outcome, 
i.e. what competencies are needed to be able to do 
or be this or that.” Furthermore, employers, like trai-
ning institutes, should “reflect more about ‘why’ we 
do certain things in the IC sector, instead of ‘what’ 
we do and ‘how’ we do it. Because we don’t ‘do’ very 
much, rather our partners in the Global South do. 
In this sense, employers should define their job 
descriptions better, considering that ‘we’ mainly 
fund, advise, and support, and work together with 
partners. This helps making the roles clearer for 
future IC practitioners, manages their expecta-



30

tions, and allows them to slot in more easily in IC.” 
Some larger organisations have in place competency 
frameworks that are systematically integrated into pro-
fessional development and performance assessment 
processes (see for example, (Victorian Public Sector 
Commission, 2022). Such dedicated structures can help 
to unfold competencies’ respective sub-elements for 
instance in terms of knowledge, skills and attitudes, and 
on this basis build tailor-made mechanisms to promote 
the required competencies. 

Most key informants proceeded from the assumption 
that “attitudes” can be taught and learnt, with an incli-
nation towards practice-orientation including indivi-
dualised mechanisms promoting experiential learning 
(e.g. long-term on-the-job assignments, and mentorship 
programmes). In fact, in spite of disputed learning pro-
cesses revolving around attitudes, there is increasing 
recognition that attitudes can be acquired, especially 
if opportunities (particularly time, combined with the 
right mechanisms) are provided to deal with complex 
tasks. This holds similarly for younger and more expe-
rienced practitioners. For organisations that don’t have 
a competency framework, a pragmatic starting point 
could be to adopt the top five to six identified compe-
tencies in this study, and corresponding pre-defined 
knowledge, skills and attitudes, and develop speci-
fic measures to promote them. For organisations that 
have competency frameworks, they could consider how 
to improve systematic integration of this framework, 
which may include addressing culture and leadership 
issues, which are discussed below. 

Foster enabling organisational culture and lea-
dership: Linked to the above, many key informants 
stated that competency development or change has to 
be supported by leadership. Many key informants saw 
the lack of organisational enabling environments as 
a key challenge. This related for instance to enabling 
structures, as observed by one key informant: “Flexi-
bility, decision-making, and trust building can be 
fostered effectively by applying more fluid mana-
gement models like holacracy: younger profes-
sionals get the opportunity to speak up and take 
decisions, and more experienced staff get the 
opportunity to learn to be more flexible or to enjoy 
more flexibility.” It also related to an enabling culture 
that values competencies (including knowledge, skills 
and attitudes) per se, and the right competencies given 
the changing environment, and encourages staff to 
challenge themselves and each other. “Leadership is 
responsible for making sure that employees are 
aware of the relevance of competencies and cor-
responding attitudes and values. This implies an 
organisation might have to get rid of employees 
who resist the needed change to foster the ‘right’ 
attitudes and values. If someone does not change, 
there should be consequences.” This was seen by 
many key informants as a longer term endeavour. Howe-

ver, two examples of how this change could take place 
is UN agencies using metrics for humility and self awar-
eness to recruit more humble leaders, or people in lea-
dership positions demonstrating self-reflection. “You 
can’t build culture of self-reflection if you’re not 
demonstrating and living that.”

Along with professionals, organisations also need to 
evolve, adapt and ‘learn’, for instance by having the 
necessary adaptive governance, programming and deli-
very systems in place, or by being willing and able to 
decentralise decision-making power in order to localise. 
“Along with future competencies, we need to think 
about the future organisations we need. Otherwise, 
competencies cannot be deployed in a meaningful 
way.” 

Enable experiential learning: Workplaces can also 
enable experiential learning and learning by doing by 
acknowledging opportunities with intentional learning 
goals, and encouraging reflection on practice. It was 
seen by many key informants as highly valuable to gain 
experience in different countries and different organi-
sations. This is supported by literature (Triandis, 1994): 
employers and organisations should provide for inter-
cultural and interpersonal contact opportunities by 
allowing staffs to increase their knowledge about resi-
dents in the countries where projects are implemented, 
to take local residents’ perspectives (be open to different 
points of view), and to build emotional connections with 
them (i.e., empathy). Formal rotation systems, however, 
may need to be applied with caution. A recent study sug-
gests that the forced rotation system in large IO’s such 
as the World Bank can have negative implications for 
organisational performance, potentially by limiting the 
accumulation of country expertise among staff (Hein-
zel, 2022). Lack of experiential learning was a key barrier 
for newer professionals. Key informants suggested that 
organisations could offer more junior positions. “As a 
sector we should have and promote about 50 addi-
tional JPO or young professional positions in order 
for them to get the opportunity to learn on the go. 
This should be about gaining experience as well as 
contributing to the sector in order to eventually get 
hold of a few very suitable candidates who are able 
to work in this tough field. The more we send out 
to the field, the higher the chance we end up with a 
few good ones.”

Enable peer to peer learning: Many key informants 
suggested social peer to peer learning, mentoring, coa-
ching and groupwork. Mentoring can be two way – with 
the newer professionals mentoring more experienced 
professionals and vice versa, given that newer and more 
experienced professionals often face challenges with 
different competencies. Another peer to peer learning 
option is to mingle team members with different cultu-
ral background: “We should create tandems between 
locals and expats, because the thing is, expats talk 
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to expats and locals to locals.” Organisations could 
enable structured and unstructured opportunities for 
peer-to-peer learning, mentoring and exchange, with 
self-learning, reflection and discussion processes inte-
grated. Specific opportunities can be tailored to speci-
fic groups, such as “leadership circles where senior 
staff can reflect, discuss and exchange on specific 
challenges.”

Offer formal training opportunities: As mentioned 
above, organisations can also support formal learning 
opportunities by allowing staff time or supporting them 
financially to complete formal courses or programmes. 
Organisations can also arrange in house training on 
core cross cutting competencies. “Big organisations 
with corporate character can and should provide 
inhouse trainings. For matters like negotiation 
skills, writing skills, and leadership specialised 
training institutes are needed.” While these oppor-
tunities are often made available for subject specific or 
method based competencies, many key informants felt 
that these training opportunities should also be made 
available for social and personal competencies – such as 
collaboration cooperation and teamwork, adaptability 
and flexibility, or creative thinking or specific attitudes 
(presence, humility).

6.4 Professionals (employees / future 
applicants)

Below are potential ways that professionals could res-
pond to the opportunities and challenges listed above:
 
Experienced professionals should address the lack of 
incentives to continue learning, be open to new ideas, 
and ‘see things differently’, for instance, by acknowled-
ging making the most of “transferability of expe-
rience in/exposure to different contexts, as it trig-
gers interest to learn from these experiences.” 
According to key informants, a way to address the expec-
tations from themselves or others that as a more senior 
staff members they should already know, is to improve 
self-management by “not only delegating tasks, but 
keeping their own responsibility, and acting as 
mentors to younger professionals.” Further, expe-
rienced professionals should consider combining fur-
ther education with work in order to address the per-
ceived lack of thematic subject matter knowledge on 
newer topics. In order to optimise their learning needs, 
they should also keep reflecting on their own qualities/
attitudes: “To be able to do so and to be motivated to 
do so, the role and purpose of competencies have 
to be taken more seriously.” A way to address the 
fear of change or becoming less important as a result of 
change, key informants suggested experienced practi-
tioners should pro-actively develop within their respec-
tive organisations, for instance, by using opportunities 

– where available – such as “in-house trainings, short 
duration coaching, paid further education / exter-
nal training, peer to peer learning (self-learning, 
then come together, learn from each other and dis-
cuss etc.), as well as systematic mentoring (across 
countries).”

When it comes to newer professionals, research 
shows that graduates not only need to develop skills, but 
also attitudes such as the willingness to apply them in 
practice (Ehlers, 2020). Younger professionals can seek 
ways to challenge themselves, seek to network purpose-
fully, and seek a mentor as early as possible. Younger pro-
fessionals should also strive for experiential learning: 
“do not take only classroom learning but rather 
seize opportunities of learning by doing, on the job 
training.” New professionals can seek practical expe-
rience including through volunteering, joining social 
movements, approaching NGO, seeking intercultural 
exchange, travel, and trying to work in different roles 
and settings early in their career. Further, young profes-
sionals need to embrace the importance of competen-
cies, and differentiate between knowledge, skills and 
attitudes. When applying for new jobs “In the appli-
cation process, one should know the organisation 
really well and make the application highly rele-
vant to it. It is important to highlight the aspects 
that match and provide many tangible examples. 
Many CVs are often too theoretical. It is bad prac-
tice to keep one generic CV.” However, key informants 
also indicated that more openness and flexibility would 
help young professionals improve matching work life 
balance and career development: “the later you start 
the more difficult it gets adjusting.”

For both experienced and newer professionals, 
considering the blurring lines between Global North 
and South, the localisation of IC, and the proliferation 
of new actors such as the private sector, “IC practitio-
ners will have to prepare for shifting their skills 
from working in the Global South to working in 
the Global North for instance by changing policy 
making through advocacy work.” In a similar vein, 
several key informants referred to the increasing impor-
tance of inner development and sustainability and their 
interplay (Jordan et al., 2021), including for example criti-
cal thinking, humility, and self-awareness: “If you take 
the SDGs seriously you cannot not work on your-
self as individual on a daily basis in the sense of 
inner development goals (IDGs).” This is linked to 
key informants mentioning how essential it is to conti-
nuously reflect on one’s purpose of engaging in IC, i.e., by 
asking “about your why; be clear on this: some want 
to do good, some want the good pay. You got to be 
self-reflective.” Or put differently, practitioners should 
regularly ask themselves: why do I do, what I do? Such 
self-reflective approach contributes to expectations 
management, and it helps apprehend which competen-
cies are needed for one's personal and professional deve-
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lopment. In this sense, it facilitates identifying existing 
and lacking competencies, and seeking specific ways to 
address them. Self-awareness was seen as critical for all 
professionals including for competency development. 
“Self-awareness is important. One first needs to 
recognise that they need these skills.”

In order to stay and/or become competent, it can be help-
ful that during their career paths young and experienced 
professionals seek exposure to different contexts (coun-
tries, cultures, organisations, etc.): “It is helpful when 

7	 Conclusions and further research

people have worked in different roles and settings, 
as it makes people more aware of different pers-
pectives, in that sense more open-minded. People 
sometimes live in their own world and sector.” 
While this may seem more obvious for the younger than 
for the more experienced professionals (because the lat-
ter often already have spent time in different contexts), 
its relevance for lifelong learning is supported by litera-
ture (Triandis, 1994). 

This study identifies the top ranked trends and com-
petencies for IC practitioners for the year 2030, as prio-
ritised by a sample of 230+ practitioners working in the 
Swiss IC sector. The identified trends and competencies 
echo literature on the topic. They reflect the fact that 
the IC sector is part of an interconnected, complex and 
uncertain world with many moving parts. This holds 
especially for trends such as climate change, water scar-
city, human displacement and migration, inequality, 
and fragility which are systemically interlinked. The 
study also highlights that key informants anticipate that 
the sector will undergo a fundamental shift in the rela-
tionship between actors in the near future. 

Our study, like many other studies, indicates that the 
emerging trends for the sector require revised or even 
new mental models and approaches, and a “new set” of 
competencies, including not only knowledge and skills, 
but also specific attitudes at the level of reflection on 
action, meta-cognition, critical self-reflection, or intros-
pection. Many of the top ranked competencies also 
echo literature on ‘21st century skills’ or ‘future skills’, 
such as critical thinking, systems thinking, adaptabi-
lity and flexibility, collaboration and cooperation, crea-
tive thinking and innovation, self-awareness and self-re-
flection, and complex problem-solving which are seen 
as competencies needed to deal with volatility, uncer-
tainty, complexity and ambiguity (Bialik et al., 2015), 
which are highly accentuated in the IC sector.

In terms of developing competencies, there seems to be 
a mind shift in the understanding of competencies. The 
key informant interviews indicate that the “traditional” 
and simplistic concept of defining competencies as skills 
is being replaced with a more comprehensive view. In 
addition to knowledge and skills, most key informants 
see “attitudes” (often referred to in terms like mindset, 
personality characteristic or traits, and values) as beco-
ming more decisive in order to cope with the identified 
trends, and to be considered a competent practitioner. 

Interestingly, most key informants proceeded from the 
assumption that “attitudes” could be taught and learnt, 
with an inclination towards practice-orientation inclu-
ding individualised mechanisms promoting experien-
tial learning (e.g. long-term on-the-job assignments, and 
mentorship programmes). While this is still debated, 
there is increasing recognition that attitudes can be 
acquired, especially if opportunities particularly time, 
combined with the right mechanisms are provided to 
deal with complex tasks. This holds similarly for youn-
ger and more experienced practitioners.

Despite this growing recognition, barriers remain. 
This study offers interesting findings concerning key 
challenges to develop the presented competencies, and 
how training institutions, employers and practitioners 
could respond. Many of the perceived key challenges 
and responses revolve around the way competencies 
are thought of, talked about, valued and approached in 
theory and practice. Key barriers include organisational 
cultures that inhibit or undervalue learning, the unsys-
tematic approach to fostering competencies, the lack of 
time or resources, lack of relevant practice-oriented lear-
ning opportunities provided by training institutes and 
employers, and the lack of time to seize the few existing 
learning opportunities. Chapter 6. Implications for trai-
ning institutions, employers and professionals provides 
an overview of what different actor can do to overcome 
these barriers and support competency development. 

Throughout this study, several topics warranting fur-
ther research emerged. We recommend further IC sec-
tor specific research on the following topics: 

	 The future organisations needed for the IC sector. 
Organisational barriers were identified as one of 
the key inhibitors to competency development and 
deployment by key informants. Further specific 
research into organisational structures, procedures 
and cultures that actively enable professionals to 
develop and deploy competencies would be valuable.
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	 How to specifically develop attitudes for the compe-
tencies identified in different settings, beyond the 
mechanisms mentioned in this study. More research 
is needed to fully understand how these mecha-
nisms help individuals to develop attitudes. 

	 How competencies (including associated attitudes) 
contribute to both individual outcomes and perfor-
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Annexes

Annex 1: List of predefined trends based on a literature review

Biodiversity: Loss of biodiversity is projected to continue with huge impacts on many industries that rely 
on nature. 

Blurring of North-South distinctions: Challenges in ‘developing’ countries increasingly resemble those in 
‘developed’ (e.g. environmental management, migration, equity, pandemic, climate change). 

China’s rise: China’s ‘big push’ on global development has shifts in global economic and political powers. 

Climate change: Physical impacts of climate change (such as more intense or frequent floods, droughts 
and storms) and adaptation of ecological, social and economic systems to those impacts. 

Collaboration with the private sector: Connecting with private sector on sustainable development (e.g. 
public private partnerships, blended finance, impact investing, sustainable supply chains). 

Connections: Narrowing distance between people around the world through new ways to connect (e.g. 
crowdfunding, direct cash transfers). 

Decolonisation: Movement to transform institutions addressing racist and discriminatory structures and 
norms. 

Digitalisation: Digital technologies and data science will be deployed bringing both progress and new 
risks. 

Evidence-informed policymaking: Use of evidence in policy-making is increasing. 

Fragility: Most of the global poor will be living in fragile states. 

Fragmentation: Increasing number of actors in global development cooperation. 

Globalisation: Increasing number of challenges that transcend borders and cannot be solved nationally. 

Human displacement and migration: Voluntary or involuntary movement of people within or across natio-
nal borders. 

Increasing inequalities: Extreme poverty has been declining, but the gap between the richest and poorest 
is widening globally and nationally. 

Low carbon transition: The global transition to low emissions economies. 

Nexus peace, humanitarian, and development: Interlinking humanitarian, development and peace-buil-
ding efforts. 

Policy coherence: Pressure to align domestic policies (e.g. agriculture, tax, migration) with development 
policies will increase. 

Population growth: Rapid population growth in many African countries until 2030. 

Shrinking space for civil society: including repression for citizens and social movements showing resis-
tance against the status quo. 

https://vpsc.vic.gov.au/resources/vps-capability-framework/
https://doi.org/10.1080/09692290.2022.2097289
https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-future-of-jobs-report-2020/digest


36

Social media: Increasing use of social media for information and communication around the world. 

Social justice movements: Social justice movements of marginalised groups are gaining power. 

South-South cooperation: Cooperation between countries from the Global South will become the new 
normal. 

Urbanisation: Fast urbanisation around the globe and in particular in Africa and Asia. 

Water scarcity: It is estimated that in 2030, global water demand will exceed current supplies by 40%. 

Annex 2: List of predefined competencies based on the literature review

Active learning and learning strategies: Ability to understand the implications of new information for 
decision-making. And ability to use training/instructional methods appropriate for the situation 
when learning or teaching new things 

Adaptability and Flexibility: Ability to adjust effectively to a changing environment and deal well with 
changes and uncertainty 

Analytical Thinking: Ability to break down processes and systems into parts while understanding their 
interaction 

Authenticity, Self-presentation and Social Influence: Ability to present an authentic and professional 
image of self to others and motivate others to the adoption of a specific behaviour 

Collaboration, Cooperation and Teamwork: Ability to build relationships with others to pursue common 
goals and achieve results in a constructive atmosphere 

Communication: Ability to communicate with others in different contexts and forms 

Complex Problem-solving: Ability to define a complex problem and navigate solutions for it 

Concepts and Theories: Ability to understand and apply the basic concepts and definitions that are rele-
vant for a specific thematic subject or a field 

Creative Thinking and Innovation: Ability to apply alternative thinking to develop and implement new, ori-
ginal ideas and answers 

Critical Thinking: Ability to use logic and reasoning to identify the strengths and weaknesses of alterna-
tive solutions, conclusions or approaches to problems 

Customer and Service Orientation: Ability to approach relationships with others and society in terms of 
what you have to offer rather than what you need or want 

Data Literacy: Ability to utilise diverse data sources to improve the speed and quality of programming and 
decision-making processes 

Decision-making: Ability to define a situationally appropriate decision and a set of alternative actions from 
which to choose 

Digital and Technological Literacy: Ability to integrate digital and technological developments in the 
design and delivery of relevant policies, programmes and services 

Diversity inclusive: Diversity inclusive: Ability to recognise differences among people, embrace and draw 
on insights from diverse perspectives including international and interdisciplinary experiences to 
inform and take required actions 

Integrity and Work Ethics: Adherence to moral and ethical principles in the conduct of own work and in 
the relationship with others 

Leadership and Responsibility (people management): Ability to motivate and inspire others and support 
others’ achievements 

Negotiation: Ability to advocate positions with an open mind and try to synthesize ideas from all 
viewpoints best 

Results-based Project and Programme Management: Ability to manage projects and programmes and 
produce results 
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Self-awareness and Self-reflection: Ability to understand own strengths and weaknesses, and the 
(changing) roles one acts in, and enhance self-development 

Self-direction and Self-management: Ability to motivate oneself, deal with ambiguity, stay resilient, and 
organise own work in order to achieve results 

Strategic Thinking and Future Focus: Ability to develop a broad, big-picture and long term view and link it 
to daily work. Ability to bring together relevant trends, emerging technology and future opportunities. 

Systems Thinking: Ability to consider the wider context, break complex topics or situations into smaller 
parts to gain better insights and inform actions required 

Techniques and Technologies: Ability to understand and apply techniques and technologies in use within 
a specific thematic subject or field

Annex 3: Semi-structured survey

This survey has been edited as the data collection related to several studies. Content not related to this 
study has been removed for brevity.

Start of Block: Intro

Welcome We thank you very much for your kind participation in this survey!

Your answers will support the NADEL team to improve its teaching activities.

The survey has 35 questions and will take about 15 minutes of your time. It is completely anonymous. You 
can end the survey at any time or return to where you stopped.  

For every completed survey, we will donate 5 CHF=1 vaccine to https://gogiveone.org/. The money raised 
goes to the Gavi COVAX AMC, which funds COVID-19 vaccines for low-income countries.  

For any questions related to the survey, please contact: kimon.schneider@nadel.ethz.ch  

Thank you very much for your participation.  

Your NADEL team.

End of Block: Intro

Start of Block: Part A - NADEL Background

X

A1 What programme/courses do/did you follow at NADEL?

I completed a CAS in Development and Cooperation  (1) 

I am currently enrolled in a CAS in Development and Cooperation  (2) 

I took CAS courses as part of the MAS in Development and Cooperation  (3) 

I have so far only taken single courses at NADEL  (4) 

Page Break	

X

A3 Which year did you take your first course at NADEL?

 2005 (1) ... Can’t remember (19)

X

https://gogiveone.org/
mailto:kimon.schneider%40nadel.ethz.ch?subject=
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A4 Which year did you take your last course at NADEL (can be the same year as the first course)?

 2005 (1) ... Can’t remember (19)

A6 What was your status while you attended courses at NADEL (please select all that apply).

Unemployed  (1) 

Sabbatical  (2) 

Student  (3) 

Employed with an NGO  (4) 

Employed with industry / private sector  (5) 

Employed with a private foundation  (6) 

Employed with multilateral development organisation (e.g. UN, WB, IMF)  (7) 

Employed with bilateral development organisation (e.g. SDC, SECO, GIZ, DFID)  (8) 

Employed with a university  (9) 

Other  (10) _____________________________________

X

A7 How many years had you been working in international cooperation (or related) when you took your first 
course at NADEL?

 0 years (1) ... Can’t remember (11)

X

A8 Are you currently working in a job related to development and cooperation?

Yes, working for an organisation engaged in global development cooperation  (1) 

Yes, working for an organisation NOT engaged in global development cooperation, but my job is linked to 
global development  (3) 

No  (2) 

Display This Question:

If Are you currently working in a job related to development and cooperation? = No

X

A9.1 Why not? 

Because...  (1) _ _________________________________

Prefer not to say  (2) 

Don’t know  (3) 

Display This Question:

If Are you currently working in a job related to development and cooperation? = Yes, working for an organi-
sation engaged in global development cooperation

X

A9.2 What is the name of your employer? 

My current employer is...  (1) ________________________

Prefer not to say  (2) 
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Start of Block: PART D - Future directions and competencies

D1 NADEL is interested in trends (Stossrichtungen) which will be important for international develop-
ment cooperation in the near future (2030). Please prioritise the following 6 trends from the most impor-
tant to the least important for the work of international development organisations. Even if you consider 
all of the trends as important, please try to rank them nevertheless. You can click on the trends and move 
them up or down. 

	������  Evidence-informed policymaking: Use of evidence in policy-making is increasing. (1)

	������  Collaboration with the private sector: Connecting with private sector on sustainable deve-
lopment (e.g. public private partnerships, blended finance, impact investing, sustainable supply 
chains). (2)

	������  Nexus peace, humanitarian, and development: Interlinking humanitarian, development and 
peace-building efforts. (4)

	������  Fragmentation: Increasing number of actors in global development cooperation. (41)

	������  Shrinking space for civil society: including repression for citizens and social movements showing 
resistance against the status quo. (64)

	������  Decolonisation: Movement to transform institutions addressing racist and discriminatory struc-
tures and norms. (6)

	������  Digitalisation: Digital technologies and data science will be deployed bringing both progress and 
new risks. (8)

	������  Connections: Narrowing distance between people around the world through new ways to connect 
(e.g. crowdfunding, direct cash transfers). (14)

	������  Blurring of North-South distinctions: Challenges in ‘developing’ countries increasingly resemble 
those in ‘developed’ (e.g. environmental management, migration, equity, pandemic, climate 
change). (9)

	������  Policy coherence: Pressure to align domestic policies (e.g. agriculture, tax, migration) with deve-
lopment policies will increase. (11)

	������  Climate change: Physical impacts of climate change (such as more intense or frequent floods, 
droughts and storms) and adaptation of ecological, social and economic systems to those impacts. 
(15)

	������  Human displacement and migration: Voluntary or involuntary movement of people within or 
across national borders. (35)

	������  South-South cooperation: Cooperation between countries from the Global South will become the 
new normal. (16)

	������  Urbanisation: Fast urbanisation around the globe and in particular in Africa and Asia. (31)

	������  Increasing inequalities: Extreme poverty has been declining, but the gap between the richest and 
poorest is widening globally and nationally. (33)

	������  China's rise: China’s ‘big push’ on global development has shifts in global economic and political 
powers. (36)

	������  Low carbon transition: The global transition to low emissions economies. (66)

	������  Social justice movements: Social justice movements of marginalised groups are gaining power. 
(67)

	������  Population growth: Rapid population growth in many African countries until 2030. (68)

	������  Water scarcity: It is estimated that in 2030, global water demand will exceed current supplies by 
40%. (69)

	������  Biodiversity: Loss of biodiversity is projected to continue with huge impacts on many industries 
that rely on nature. (70)

	������  Fragility: Most of the global poor will be living in fragile states. (71)
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	������  Globalisation: Increasing number of challenges that transcend borders and cannot be solved 
nationally. (72)

	������  Social media: Increasing use of social media for information and communication around the world. 
(73)

D2 Which additional trends do you consider relevant for development professionals in the near future 
2025-2030 (if any)?

Suggestion 1  (1)____________________________________________ 	

Suggestion 2  (2)_ __________________________________________

Suggestion 3  (3)_ __________________________________________

 X

D3 D3 NADEL is interested in the required competencies for development professionals in the near future 
(2030). Competence consists of integrated pieces of knowledge, skills, and attitudes, and is a prerequisite 
for adequate functioning on the job. Please indicate whether you think each of the following 6 compe-
tencies’ relevance will increase, stay the same or decrease over the next 10 years relative to its relevance 
today. In a second step, we would like you to prioritise among the 6 competencies. According to your opi-
nion, please choose the 2 most important, 2 somewhat important and the 2 least important competencies 
in 2030. Even if you consider all 6 competencies as important, please sort them into the three groups.

Relevance of competencies in 2030 Relevance of this competency from 2021 
to 2030 will

Most 
important (1)

Somewhat 
important (2)

Least 
important (3)

Increase (1) Stay the 
same (2)

Decrease (3)

Concepts and Theories: 
Ability to understand and 
apply the basic concepts 
and definitions that are 
relevant for a speci-
fic thematic subject or a 
field (1)

Techniques and Tech-
nologies: Ability to 
understand and apply 
techniques and tech-
nologies in use within a 
specific thematic subject 
or field (2)

Analytical Thinking: 
Ability to break down 
processes and systems 
into parts while unders-
tanding their interac-
tion (3)

Systems Thinking: Abi-
lity to consider the wider 
context, break complex 
topics or situations into 
smaller parts to gain bet-
ter insights and inform 
actions required (20)

Strategic Thinking and 
Future Focus: Ability to 
develop a broad, big-pic-
ture and long term view 
and link it to daily work. 
Ability to bring together 
relevant trends, emer-
ging technology and 
future  opportunities. (26)
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Relevance of competencies in 2030 Relevance of this competency from 2021 
to 2030 will

Most 
important (1)

Somewhat 
important (2)

Least 
important (3)

Increase (1) Stay the 
same (2)

Decrease (3)

Data Literacy: Ability 
to utilise diverse data 
sources to improve the 
speed and quality of pro-
gramming and decision- 
making processes (4)

Decision-making: Abi-
lity to define a situa-
tionally appropriate 
decision and a set of 
alternative actions from 
which to choose (5)

Digital and Technolo-
gical Literacy: Ability 
to integrate digital and 
technological develop-
ments in the design and 
delivery of relevant poli-
cies, programmes and 
services (7)

Complex Problem-sol-
ving: Ability to define a 
complex problem and 
navigate solutions for 
it (8)

Results-based Pro-
ject and Programme 
Management: Ability 
to manage projects and 
programmes and pro-
duce results (9)

Communication: Abi-
lity to communicate 
with others in different 
contexts and forms (11)

Collaboration, Coope-
ration and Teamwork: 
Ability to build relation
ships with others to 
pursue common goals 
and achieve results in a 
constructive atmosphere 
(12)

Customer and Service 
Orientation: Ability to 
approach relationships 
with others and society 
in terms of what you have 
to offer rather than what 
you need or want (13)

Leadership and 
Responsibility (people 
management): Ability 
to motivate and inspire 
others and support 
others’ achievements (14)
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Relevance of competencies in 2030 Relevance of this competency from 2021 
to 2030 will

Most 
important (1)

Somewhat 
important (2)

Least 
important (3)

Increase (1) Stay the 
same (2)

Decrease (3)

Authenticity, Self-pre-
sentation and Social 
Influence: Ability to pre-
sent an authentic and 
professional image of 
self to others and moti-
vate others to the adop-
tion of a specific beha-
viour (15)

Diversity inclusive: 
Diversity inclusive: Ability 
to recognise differences 
among people, embrace 
and draw on insights 
from diverse perspec-
tives including interna-
tional and interdisci-
plinary experiences to 
inform and take required 
actions (16)

Negotiation: Ability to 
advocate positions with 
an open mind and try to 
synthesize ideas from all 
viewpoints best (17)

Adaptability and Flexi-
bility: Ability to adjust 
effectively to a changing 
environment and deal 
well with changes and 
uncertainty (18)

Creative Thinking and 
Innovation: Ability to 
apply alternative thinking 
to develop and imple-
ment new, original ideas 
and answers (19)

Critical Thinking: Abi-
lity to use logic and 
reasoning to iden-
tify the strengths and 
weaknesses of alterna-
tive solutions, conclu-
sions or approaches to 
problems (21)

Integrity and Work 
Ethics: Adherence to 
moral and ethical prin-
ciples in the conduct 
of own work and in the 
relationship with others 
(22)

Self-awareness and 
Self-reflection: Ability to 
understand own stren-
gths and weaknesses, 
and the (changing) roles 
one acts in, and enhance 
self-development (23)
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Relevance of competencies in 2030 Relevance of this competency from 2021 
to 2030 will

Most 
important (1)

Somewhat 
important (2)

Least 
important (3)

Increase (1) Stay the 
same (2)

Decrease (3)

Active learning and 
learning strategies: 
Ability to understand 
the implications of new 
information for deci-
sion-making. And ability 
to use training/instruc-
tional methods appro-
priate for the situation 
when learning or tea-
ching new things (24)

Self-direction and Self- 
management: Ability to 
motivate oneself, deal 
with ambiguity, stay resi-
lient, and organise own 
work in order to achieve 
results (25)

End of Block: PART D - Future directions and competencies

Start of Block: Part E - Personal information and social media

X

E1 Please select as applicable.

Female  (1) 

Male  (2) 

Non-binary / third gender  (3) 

Prefer not to say  (4) 

E4 Please enter your current country of residence.

________________________________________________________________

E7 Any last feedback or ideas you would like to give the NADEL team on its course offerings and pro-
grammes?

________________________________________________________________

Page Break
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Annex 4: Key informant interview questionnaire 

1.	 Which fields of activity, which types of interventions or working methods will become more important in 
IC (new directions / trends of development / Stossrichtungen)?

	 Most significant trends in DC 

	 Q1: What do you see as the trends in DC with the biggest / most significant implications for practitio-
ners' work today and in the near future (2030)? 

	 Q1.1: if needed: respondent shall describe the implication

	 Cross-check with trends from survey Q1.2: Showing PPT, take 2 minutes and prioritise 3-4 key trends.

	 Q1.2.1: When you look at the PPT slide with the 4 most and 4 least important trends from survey, is 
there any surprise or is all as expected?

2.	 Taking into account the definition of competencies integrating the notions of skills, knowledge and atti-
tude what are the major developments in terms of competencies needed to work in the selected direc-
tions of the IC (Stossrichtungen)? 

	 Competencies today 

	 Q2: Given the above discussed trends in DC, which competencies do you think are the most important 
for DC practitioners today?

	 Today's competencies in future

	 Q2.1: And (given the above discussed trends in DC) which competencies do you think will until 2030 
become: 

	 (ii) more important? 

	 (iii) less important? 

	 (iv) stay the same?

	 New competencies in future

	 Q2.2: Are there any entirely new competencies that you believe will emerge?

	 Cross-check with competencies from survey

	 Q2.3: Showing PPT, take 2 minutes and prioritise 3-4 competencies.

	 Q2.3.1: When you look at the PPT slide with the 4 most and 4 least important competencies from sur-
vey, is there any surprise or is all as expected?

3.	 How can such competencies be acquired or further fostered? What has been the experience so far?

	 Mechanisms of developing (i.e. acquiring & fostering) competencies

	 Q3: How can such competencies be acquired or further fostered? What has been your experience so 
far?

	 Young vs experienced professionals

	 Q3.1: In your view, is this different for people with limited experience in IC compared to those who 
know the sector well?

4.	 What are the most important challenges to acquire these competencies for potential employees in the 
IC who have only a limited experience in this sector. How are they different from challenges to those 
knowing the sector.

	 Development (acquisition and fostering) challenges for young professionals

	 Q4: What do you think are the most important challenges to acquire these competencies for potential 
employees in the IC who have only a limited experience in this sector? 

	 Development (acquisition and fostering) challenges for experienced professionals

	 Q4.1: How are they different from challenges to those knowing the sector?

5.	 How should training institutions and employers cope with the corresponding implications / challenges? 
What about employees or future applicants?

	 Training institutions’ measures

	 Q5.1: How should training institutions cope with the corresponding implications / challenges (asso-
ciated with the changing or new competency needs/requirements discussed)?

	 Employers’ measures
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	 Q5.2: How should employers cope with the corresponding implications / challenges (associated with 
the changing or new competency needs/requirements discussed)?

	 Employees’ / future applicants' measures

	 Q5.3: What about employees or future applicants?

Concluding questions: 

	 Which 2-3 attitudes do you find most essential (considering the above discussion)?

	 2. What are 1-2 effective ways to facilitate the acquisition / fostering of these attitudes? 

	 What is your personal take-away from this interview?
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