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Chapter 48
Social Competence Research: A Review

Susan Seeber and Eveline Wittmann

48.1  Introduction

Social competence is conceptualised differently across disciplines and even within 
disciplines, e.g. communication, psychology and sociolinguistics (cf. Antos and 
Ventola 2008), but also included in applied sciences such as education, social work, 
medicine, marketing and human-computer interaction.

In psychology, social competence is defined as a personal trait with different 
facets such as cooperation, assertiveness, empathy, trust, respect for other people 
and tolerance, conscientiousness, self-control and emotional intelligence. From a 
pedagogical perspective, aspects like social and intercultural learning, the ability to 
adjust to different social situations in learning, training and working contexts as 
well as the development of social competence over the life span are of interest. In 
workplace settings, social competence plays an important role as a prerequisite for 
good individual performance and for the effectiveness of companies and organisa-
tions. Concepts of social competence at the workplace are often associated with the 
notion of socially responsible behaviour independent of particular situations and 
requirements (e.g. Goleman 1995).
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Summing this up, a large body of research on social competence or social skills 
exists in psychology and education, where the construct is often tied to the idea of 
traits, to social behaviour in different situations and to personal development  
(e.g. Allemand et al. 2014).

It is also to be noted that in social competence research, there is a number of differ-
ent definitions of the concept of competence. Correspondingly, a variety of operation-
alisations has been suggested. Following Weinert (2001, 62) competencies are ‘… 
necessary prerequisites available to an individual or a group of individuals for success-
fully meeting complex demands’. In addition to cognitive abilities, Weinert (ibid.) 
identifies motivational, moral and volitional components of competence. Based on this 
multidimensional concept of competence, we accept the perspective of cognitive psy-
chology, including personal traits, capabilities, knowledge and skills in this construct. 
At the same time, we recognise the legitimacy of behavioural aspects when focusing on 
the adjustment to and interactions in different situations. In accordance with the 
approach of Argyle et al. (1985), we understand social competencies as relational prop-
erties. In particular, this aspect is relevant with respect to the distinction between – and 
possibly the interaction of – general, cross- occupational social competencies and such 
social skills which are specific to a particular vocation or occupation.

Correspondingly, Kanning (2009a) distinguishes three major views of social com-
petence in psychology: clinical (e.g. Hinsch and Pfingsten 2002), developmental 
(e.g. Vaughn et al. 2000) and organisational psychology (e.g. Greif 1987). Clinical 
psychology views social competence as the ability to articulate personal interests or 
pursue individual goals and plans and does not take the role of interaction partners as 
subjects into account. The second perspective in developmental psychology is 
focused on the extent to which individuals adapt to their environments (e.g. The 
Consortium on the School-based Promotion of Social Competence 1996; DuBois 
and Felner 1996). A third group of research aims at integrating both positions and 
emphasises the necessity to negotiate interests between the partners and groups 
involved in social interaction (Rose-Krasnor 1997). Both in older and in recent 
research social competence is seen as a person’s ability to analyse thoughts, feelings 
and behaviours of his-/herself and others and to select and implement the emotional, 
cognitive and behavioural resources which are suitable to deal with specific personal 
and social situations (e.g. Pinto et al. 2012; Gresham and Elliot 1990; Ford 1995).

From the perspective of vocational and professional education, only the last one of 
these positions seems appropriate. In this context, to act socially competent requires 
behaviours in accordance with learning and workplace requirements as derived from 
an organisational, vocational or professional perspective (e.g. Bailly and Léné 2014; 
cf. also Wang and Netemeyer 2002). Hence, when conceptualising social competence 
for vocational and professional education and training as well as for workplace 
requirements, a central question pertains to the dimensionality of social competence, 
whether it is specifically related to a particular domain or relevant across domains. 
Three main questions arise: (1) Which abilities, knowledge and skills constitute 
socially acceptable behaviour in varying professional and vocational contexts? (2) 
How are these abilities, knowledge and skills instantiated in different situations within 
a given context? (3) Which factors determine the emergence of these traits in the train-
ing and education leading to the different occupations and professions?
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48.2  Conceptualising ‘Social Competence’: Generic vs. 
Domain Specific

Following Kanning (2002), social competence can be defined as a comprehensive 
potential in terms of knowledge, abilities and skills contributing to socially compe-
tent behaviour. Socially competent behaviour pertains to such behaviour that con-
tributes to goal attainment in specific situations and secures social acceptance. It is 
usually conceived as the manifestation of different constituent traits as well as moti-
vation, attitudes, value orientations, etc. In order not to confound these with behav-
iour induced by specific situational conditions, social competencies need to be 
diagnosed and generalised across a range of situations. Kanning (2002) therefore 
advocates a distinction between generic and domain-specific social competencies.

Social competence is typically understood as a relational construct, describing 
how individuals behave within the context of interpersonal and group relationships 
(Schoon 2009). Different social competencies are required and valued in different 
contexts (Argyle et al. 1985). Thus, social competence comprises positive aspects of 
interpersonal, intercultural, social and civic relationships (Schoon 2009). As Bailly 
and Léné (2014) argue, however, social competence only becomes relevant when 
significant autonomy exists in the workplace (similarly Kanning 2005; Wang and 
Netemeyer 2002). Drawing on examples of frontline workers in the service indus-
try, retailing, hotel and restaurant business, these authors point out that the role of 
employees in direct contact with customers has expanded with regard to bargaining 
contracts and solving customers’ problems. This has in turn increased the signifi-
cance of social competence and other ‘soft skills’ for task performance in these 
domains. Workers are constrained by growing responsibilities for results, i.e. the 
requirement to internalise organisational norms as ‘a self-disciplinary form of con-
trol’ (Bailly and Léné 2014, 13). It follows from this that beyond the overarching 
shifts in the organisation of work, changing specific norms play a role in what con-
stitutes socially acceptable behaviour and how it can be conceptualised. Moreover, 
these norms are likely to be explicitly expressed as vocational and professional 
expectations and standards, if these exist (Billet 2006).

Contrary to these tenets, social competence is usually conceptualised, even in 
professional contexts, as a set of rather general abilities, very much independent of 
specific situational workplace requirements (e.g. Hochwarter et al. 2004; Holling 
et al. 2007; Frey and Balzer 2007; Jennings and Greenberg 2009; Ramo et al. 2009; 
Kinman and Grant 2011; Kanning et al. 2012). No consensus exists, however, as to 
the degree of their transferability from one workplace to the next. Thus, the issue of 
specificity versus generality of social competence still needs to be clarified  
(cf. Heller 2002). It may very well be the case that the relationship between specific-
ity and generality varies across vocational fields. In occupations and professions 
which are dominated by social interaction, specific knowledge may tend to assume 
an auxiliary role as a necessary but insufficient condition for successful perfor-
mance. In professions where social interactions are less prominent, the converse 
may be true: here, specific knowledge may be primarily significant as opposed to 
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more general social traits. The possibility of such variation needs to be taken into 
account if an operationalisation of social competence is proposed.

The present article explores how social competence can be conceptualised ade-
quately and how it is applicable to the notion of vocational and professional success. 
In pursuit of this goal, the issue of specificity versus generality is examined − as an 
example − across two specific areas of occupations and professions with a high 
share of social activity: (a) sales and services and (b) social and health care.

48.3  Social Competence as a Generic Construct

In this section, we will start by discussing problems surrounding the definition of 
social competence as a generic construct. While in the subsequent section we elabo-
rate on the role social competence as a generic concept plays in vocational and 
professional learning, the third subsection debates the conditions under which social 
competence can be seen as a prerequisite to workplace performance and profes-
sional success. The fourth subsection refers to problems with a generic construct in 
the context of vocational and professional education.

48.3.1  Defining the Construct

According to Dirks et al. (2012, 2751), there is a growing consensus that the con-
struct of social competence ‘reflects effectiveness in interpersonal relationships’ (cf. 
Rose-Krasnor 1997). Variations in interpersonal effectiveness may stem from indi-
vidual differences, behavioural variety and situations – namely, ‘the interpersonal 
circumstances in which behaviour is embedded’ (Dirks et al. 2012, 2751) – and may 
also depend on the person who is evaluating the behaviour.

Following this perspective, social competence may be seen as a constituent trait 
such as social intelligence or emotional competence. But as a comprehensive poten-
tial underlying socially competent behaviour in terms of knowledge, abilities and 
skills, it is broader in scope than either of these.

A large number of authors have set up a list of individual trait variables deemed 
integral to social competence and corresponding training approaches (e.g. Segrin 
and Givertz 2003). These variables cover a great spectrum, e.g. empathy and social 
sensitivity (Adams 1983), facial expressiveness (Segrin and Givertz 2003), perspec-
tive taking assertiveness to emotional stability and even a sense of humour (Dirks 
et al. 2012). Conducting a second-order factor analysis across these constructs, 
Kanning (2009b) identified empirically the following principal components: social 
orientation, offensiveness, self-control and self-awareness (see Fig. 48.1).

Behavioural perspectives additionally take outcomes and criteria of goal attain-
ment into account, for example, with regard to peer popularity or peer relations 
(Dirks et al. 2012; cf. Adams 1983; Ladd 2005). Situational factors, ranging from 
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features of classes of situations to singular situational circumstances, will influence 
behavioural-evaluative criteria (Dirks et al. 2012). However, there are still many 
open questions. The judgemental aspect of ‘who evaluates’ has largely been 
neglected (Dirks et al. 2010, 2012). As Dirks et al. (2012) point out, studies evaluat-
ing youth social competence have either relied on the extent of agreement between 
different judges – peers, parents and teachers – about an adolescent’s competence or 
simply assumed consensus on what constitutes competent behaviour. They call 
attention to the fact that ‘[such] investigations leave unanswered the question of the 
extent to which important people in the social environment concur about the com-
petence of specific behaviours’ (Dirks et al. 2012, 2752). In addition to the aspects 
observed by Dirks et al. (2012), Kanning (2002) considers a temporal reference as 
an important element of conceptualising social competence, since competent behav-
iour may mean different things at varying points in time, a notion which comple-
ments, for example, Bailly and Léné’s (2014) or Bloom’s (2009) understanding.

48.3.2  Social Competence as a Prerequisite and an Outcome 
of Vocational and Professional Learning

Social and emotional competencies are seen as important predictors of success in 
schools (e.g. Blumberg et al. 2008, 177) and in professional and vocational learning, 
as well as in modern workplaces (e.g. Robles 2012). In this chapter, some light is 
shed on social competence in the context of vocational and professional learning 
and learning achievement. The promotion of social competencies is an important 
independent goal in vocational education and training, but it is also an important 
prerequisite for vocational and professional learning. In the view of Wenger (2003), 
“knowing is an act of participation in complex ‘social learning systems’” (76), “a 
matter of displaying competencies defined in social communities” (77). As seen 
from this perspective, learning is understood as a social process, an interplay 

Second-
level-
Scales

Social 
Orientation

Offensiveness Self-Control Self-
awareness

First-
level-
Scales

e.g.,
- Prosocial
behaviour
- Perspective
adoption
- Value-
pluralism
- Willingness to 
compromise

e.g.,
- Assertiveness
- Conflict 
readiness
- Extraversion
- Decision making

e.g.,
- Emotional 
stability
- Self-control
- Flexibility 
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e.g.,
- Self-
expression
- direct and 
indirect Self-
attentiveness
- Person
perception

Fig. 48.1 Social competence inventory (According to Kanning 2009b)
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between social competence and personal experience. Thus, socially competent 
behaviour is not only defined by social environments including organisations but 
also by the respective historical context. While it shapes personal experience, social 
competence, defined as “what it takes to act and be recognized as a competent mem-
ber” (78), is also shaped by an individual’s experience.

Under the perspective of learning, social competencies relate to very different 
abilities. A number of models have been proposed which show certain commonali-
ties with the facets of existing generalised models of social competence while also 
stressing certain peculiarities in their acquisition. According to a meta-analysis of 
Calderella and Merell (1997), five distinct dimensions are constitutive for the acqui-
sition and development of social competencies:

 1. The ability to establish positive relationships within the respective learning/peer 
group, an ability listed as ‘social orientation’ in Kanning’s model

 2. The ability to cooperate, such as the acceptance of social rules (whose compo-
nents are often subordinate to and distributed across several facets of generic 
competency models) and the constructive handling of critique (compliance)

 3. Abilities of self-management, which Kanning subsumes under the construct 
‘self-control’

 4. Academic competencies, which include, above all, teacher-student relationships 
focused on learning, that entail the ability to follow instructions or to ask teach-
ers and other learners

 5. ‘Assertiveness’, which implies the ability to initiate and maintain a dialogue or 
to maintain or terminate close social relationships such as friendships

Kolb and Hanley-Maxwell (2003) have proposed a slightly different model. 
Beyond ‘peer and group interaction’, ‘self-management’ and ‘assertion’, they 
emphasise the significance of ‘communication’ and ‘problem-solving/decision- 
making’. The perfection of an appropriate language is seen as an important prereq-
uisite of the development of social competence, given that language is the principal 
means of initiating and maintaining social relationships. Conversely, language defi-
cits can inhibit the development of social competencies, e.g. by inviting rejection by 
the peer group. Correlations between linguistic and social abilities and skills have 
been observed not only in early childhood settings but also among adolescents, e.g. 
in a study of immigrant youth in Germany (Jerusalem 1992). These findings under-
score the fact that language deficits inhibit the integration and opportunities for 
social participation, while language proficiency functions as a resource in establish-
ing social relationships and skills. Based on this insight, in-school and in-firm sup-
port for the learner’s acquisition of communicative abilities and skills contributes 
significantly to the emergence of social competencies.

Whereas the acquisition of social competencies in schools usually – with the 
exception of speech-impaired children – occurs through peer interaction, i.e. infor-
mally and without any pedagogical concept, vocational education and training pres-
ent a clearly different scenario. Here, social learning, also labelled as collaborative 
learning, group learning, service learning, peer learning or tutoring, is assumed to 
have a positive impact on the development of substantive competencies. Also, social 
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learning is more frequently ascribed to learning at the workplace where team  
activities are typical, with one trainee learning from her or his peer. It is implicitly 
assumed that the inherent potential of social experience contributes to the emer-
gence of social competency (Dubs 1995, 296). This is most likely to occur when the 
systematic, pedagogically structured nurture of specific facets of social competency 
is enhanced by the training of the intended substantive competencies.

It is to be noted, however, that, in the context of ‘dual’ vocational education and 
training and firm-based training, learning processes of social learning are not 
restricted to vocational schools but are also assigned to the firms, i.e. the work-
places. The latter ‘occurs in the demand of action, effectiveness and productivity’ 
and ‘is most often rather incidental and spontaneous’ (Thång 2009, 428/429). It is a 
place for formal and informal learning, where learning by experience and incidence 
on the one hand and organised, intentional learning on the other come together.  
In addition to substantive learning, the workplace is also assumed to have a special 
function in conveying social competencies. Here, in contrast to school settings, 
social competencies are acquired through contacts with different groups of persons 
from various levels in the organisational hierarchy and through contacts with exter-
nal clients and partners of the firm. Consequently, the acquisition of social compe-
tence is also connected to affective organisational commitment and organisational 
citizenship (cf. Abraham 2005, 263/264).

48.3.3  Social Competence as a Prerequisite for Workplace 
Performance and Professional Success

In occupational and professional contexts, social competence is sometimes referred 
to ‘soft skills’ or ‘emotional intelligence’ and denotes traits such as flexibility and 
abilities to work in a team, to motivate colleagues and clients and to show effective 
leadership.

Robles (2012, 454) lists an impressive volume of research on the significance of 
social competencies at the workplace. Van Rooy and Viswesvaran (2004) have con-
ducted a meta-analysis of 69 separate studies, resulting in robust and substantial 
relationships between the construct of ‘emotional intelligence’ and workplace per-
formance. Insofar as the constructs of ‘emotional intelligence’ and ‘social compe-
tence’ clearly overlap, show many similarities and have interdependent components 
(cf. Kang et al. 2005), these research results may be also indicative of the relevance 
of social competence for vocational and professional success.

In recent years, a growing awareness of social competencies in the area of per-
sonnel recruitment and personnel development has been observed. More than ever, 
social competencies appear to function as the key to individual success as well as a 
necessary condition for the success of an enterprise as a whole (Crisand 2002). In 
occupations and professions, which are characterised by social and communicative 
acting, like professions in the area of social and health care or occupations in the 
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service and sales sector, social competencies have become an immanent part of 
vocational or professional competence. But they are also increasingly required in 
technical occupations and professions, for skilled manual jobs and for skilled work 
in production. A growing part of work orders and tasks is solved cooperatively.  
An increasing complexity of tasks requires multi-professional teamwork with  
specialists from various occupational and professional fields and from different  
status groups. Within large organisations, there are many project-based, short- and 
long- term relationships and formal and informal contacts that build up networks in 
order to share practices and goals. In other words, work results are obviously highly 
dependent on social relations and on the social competencies of persons working in 
these networks and groups.

In this context, it is helpful to distinguish between social competencies which 
refer directly to the provision of products and services, i.e. external contacts with 
clients and customers and those which are related to the internal process of the 
organisation. Whereas the former are likely to be akin to specific requirements of 
the job, the latter will have a high degree of transferability across occupations and 
professions.

48.3.4  Problems with a Generic Construct in the Context 
of Vocational and Professional Education

It has been mentioned above that Kanning (2002) distinguishes between generic and 
domain-specific social competencies. The assumption underlying his concept of 
general social competencies is that some social competencies are relevant indepen-
dent of a particular social setting. In this view, other social competencies are rele-
vant only in specific social settings. Kanning (2002) concludes that general social 
competencies are predominant in personnel selection. As opposed to this, domain- 
specific social competencies are of interest for personnel development, since they 
require context-specific training opportunities. An alternative would amount to the 
assumption that social competencies are always specific to a situation. Kanning 
(2002) rejects this notion, however, postulating a consensus according to which 
social behaviour rests on the interplay of situational and individualistic variables. 
While socially competent behaviour is invariably deemed to be specifically situa-
tional with respect to time, space, personal interests, local norms and other factors, 
some underlying traits may transcend situations and even domains.

Yet the existence of such a core of general social competencies which would be 
applicable across domains can be contested and remains to be questioned (Wittmann 
2001a, 2003). Bloom (2009, 13) suggests, for example, the possession of ‘abstract 
moral values suitable to one’s life context and historic time’ as part of an operational 
definition of adolescents’ psychosocial competence (cf. Wilson and Sabee 2003 for 
a discussion on how ethics may enter into conceptions of ‘communicative compe-
tence’). However, Beck et al. (2001, 1999) show evidence of moral regression 

S. Seeber and E. Wittmann



1037

 specific to the area of external relationships of an insurance company subsequent to 
vocational education and training in the insurance industry. This may indicate that 
perspective taking is more important in private life or in some vocations than in oth-
ers. Moreover, it is possible and perhaps even likely that the relationship between 
specificity and generality varies across vocational fields or between cultures within 
the same occupational field (Weeks et al. 2006). It seems important, therefore, to 
examine research on domain-specific variations of required social behaviour as well 
as social competencies associated with these requirements.

48.4  Social Competence as a Domain-Specific Construct

In this section, we will first discuss fundamental considerations of conceptualising 
social competence as a domain-specific construct, such as the interrelation of fac-
tual knowledge and social competence. In the following subsections, we elaborate 
on the issues suggested here, based on the state of empirical research for the selected 
areas of vocational and professional education with high shares of social interac-
tion, which is sales and services as well as social and health care. The selection is 
also driven by the fact that these areas have attracted a considerable body of research.

48.4.1  Fundamental Considerations of Conceptualising Social 
Competence as a Domain-Specific Construct

Apart from the sales and services sector, social competencies in social and health 
care have been of particular interest in the literature (e.g. Argyle 1994; Street 2003). 
But research on social competence has been conducted in other vocational or 
professional areas as well, e.g. police work (Holling et al. 2007). More generally, it 
can be assumed that domain specificity is particularly strong in occupations and 
professions focused on working with other people, i.e. dialogical-interactive work 
(Hacker 2009).

From the sociological viewpoint laid out by Goffman (1959) in his writings on 
the ‘presentation of self in everyday life’, institutional interaction can be compared 
to a staged theatre performance. All public behaviour is conceptualised as leaving 
an impression upon spectators which they in turn interpret as a self-expression. 
Performance is meant to influence viewers. Professionals act using a standardised 
repertoire of expression – including clothing, physical appearance, ways of speak-
ing and personal expression – labelled as ‘personal facade’. It is accompanied by the 
stage setting which includes the setup of the room and is meant to invoke certain 
definitions of the situation by the interaction partner. The surface, or ‘front stage’, 
of such staged performance is strictly separated from what is conceptualised as 
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‘backstage’, where professional actors interact out of sight of the viewer and 
suppressed facts come to light or are being dealt with.

Following Goffman’s (1959) concept of staged interaction in institutionalised 
contexts, occupations and professions requiring social interaction can arguably be 
differentiated according to the way in which they relate backstage to front stage 
(Wittmann 2001a, b), both in terms of vocationally or professionally informed 
social perception and vocationally or professionally informed social expression 
(Nerdinger 1998).

An often neglected aspect lies in the role of the relationship between factual 
knowledge and social competence in the vocational and professional field. One pos-
sibility to address the issue of specificity is to assume that in occupations and pro-
fessions that are dominated by social interaction, requirements of socially competent 
behaviour tend to be more specific to the demands of the audience, whereas factual 
knowledge is reduced to a rather auxiliary role – a necessary but insufficient condi-
tion for successful performance. Another possibility is that the factual knowledge 
and the recognition of social demands become intertwined to an extent where they 
cannot meaningfully be separated. Hence, the relationship between factual knowl-
edge, social requirements and social competence needs to be clarified.

Another possibility is that social requirements and respective competencies 
across professions and occupations vary primarily with regard to the emotional 
underpinning (Gieseke 2007). As has been pointed out, e.g. by Zapf (2002), such 
‘emotion work’ is comprised of automatic emotion regulation, namely, the so-called 
surface acting. This, on the one hand, consists of the visible display of expressions 
in contradiction to inner feelings, as opposed to ‘deep acting’. On the other hand, it 
refers to the kind of behaviour where emotion is genuinely invoked through the 
inner search of thoughts, images and memories. Zapf’s argument rests on Goffman’s 
(1959) idea of drawing analogies between everyday social interaction and theatrical 
role playing (cf. Hochschild 2012). Emotion work occurs when face-to-face or 
voice-to-voice interactions between professionals and clients take place. Emotions 
are displayed in an effort to influence other people’s emotion, attitudes or behaviour, 
and they are framed by certain rules. They also affect backstage behaviour (Zapf 
2002). With this argument, Zapf (2002) follows the work of Ekman (1973), who 
emphasises the existence of ‘display rules’ for facial expression. It appears that this 
concept is highly compatible with the notion of social competence specific to differ-
ent occupations and professions. The following is intended to explore this 
assumption.

48.4.2  Sales and Services

In sales and services, customer contact is acted out on what Goffman (1959) con-
ceptualises as front stage, with the purpose of influencing customer impressions 
both at the level of individual interaction and at the management level. As opposed 
to this, company goals and strategies as well as production details and trade 
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conditions are decided upon backstage, either entirely or in the form of rough 
frameworks. Contracts are also processed in areas customers hardly get to access 
(Damiani 1991; Wittmann 2001a, b).

Following Goffman (1959), Wittmann (2001a, b) argues that the inhibition of 
customers’ perceptions is a constitutive element for services and sales work in 
highly competitive markets. From the viewpoint of the customers, respective prac-
tices differ depending on the products and services provided. In banking, for exam-
ple, some products may require expert explanation or simply risky investment on 
the part of the customers. While consumers trust in the company’s problem-solving 
activities is vital for the perceived quality of sales and services, this in turn serves 
the latter’s economic purposes of maximising company income (Brünner 1994). 
Thus, in the case of sales and services staff, expertise lies predominantly in the 
social domain. Knowledge about the supplied products may be necessary, but its 
display will be subject to and framed by strategies of impression management and 
influence. Hence, situations may arise where too much product knowledge by sales-
persons is deemed detrimental, in particular when this leads to empathising with 
customers in ways that prevent sales achievements.

In this regard, the concept of role becomes quite obviously important. The psy-
chology of sales and services emphasises role conflicts and their perceptions by the 
staff involved as well as strategies to cope with these conflicts (Damiani 1991; 
Nerdinger 1998, 2001). Possible conflicts include the two-bosses-dilemma, result-
ing from contradictions between employer and customer expectations (cf. Katz and 
Kahn 1978 on the work roles of staff at the boundary of organisations; also Rastetter 
2008), inconsistent goals of long-term customer retention vs. raising the short-term 
sales volume or conflicts between customer expectations and the self-concept and 
the values of the salesperson (Weeks et al. 2006). Conducting qualitative analyses 
of spoken text, linguists have investigated the variance between institutional con-
texts and viable avenues for solving such conflicts by means of communication and 
social interaction (e.g. Brünner 1994; Antos and Ventola 2008). Guiding the interac-
tion process, influencing customer needs and managing conflict, but also managing 
relations preventively, and controlling self-expression become vital strategies to 
cope with these demands (Damiani 1991; Brünner 1994; Nerdinger 2001).

According to Homburg et al. (2012, 217) who summarise a broad range of 
empirical support for their theory, ‘enduring sales success has less to do with special 
sales techniques, but rather essentially depends on three aspects’ which these authors 
conceptualise as ‘personality ’, namely, ‘social competence’ and ‘professional com-
petence’. These personality traits refer to the extent that a salesperson consistently 
likes him- or herself and others and displays sociability, optimism, self-esteem and 
empathy. Whereas social competence refers to social interaction and includes gen-
eral aspects of verbal and nonverbal communication with regard to both perception 
and expression, as well as components of situational adaptations, such as the pos-
session of customer typologies, professional competence pertains to (hierarchically 
organised) sales-related knowledge, such as sales process knowledge, but also prod-
ucts, business or market knowledge. It also refers to knowledge about customers’ 
environments, situations and needs, both in abstract and detailed forms, which 
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 contribute to the salespersons’ long-term success. A growing body of research sup-
ports this approach; see the literature discussed by Tschöpe (2013), who builds upon 
Hacker’s (2009) theory on ‘interaction work’ and suggests that access to interaction 
partners’ mental models is required to act adequately in the service industry. This 
includes general heuristics as well as situated reasoning for important or new situa-
tions (cf. also Nerdinger 2001). Successful salespeople use better customer typolo-
gies, i.e. better integrated knowledge structures of customer traits and negotiating 
strategies (Sujan et al. 1988). In addition to possessing richer descriptions and more 
distinctive categories, they classify customers according to their needs rather than 
physical characteristics (Sharma et al. 2000). However, short-term sales in an initial 
sales encounter are unaffected by differentiated typologies, according to a study by 
Evans et al. (2000). More successful salespeople appear to have acquired the ability 
to qualify or categorise customers according to both client types and associated 
product and selling requirements as demonstrated by their ability to provide infor-
mation in accordance with customer needs (Román and Iacobucci 2010). According 
to a meta-analysis conducted by Franke and Park (2006), adaptive selling behav-
iour, i.e. the adaptation of the selling behaviour depending on situational informa-
tion, contributes positively to sales performance as measured by self-ratings, 
manager ratings and objective measures of performance. Homburg et al. (2009a, b, 
64) introduce the concept of ‘customer need knowledge’ (CNK) to describe ‘the 
extent to which a frontline employee can accurately identify a given customer’s 
hierarchy of needs’. According to these authors, customer need knowledge mediates 
the effects of both customer orientation and cognitive empathy exerted by salesper-
sons on customer satisfaction and customer willingness to pay. Findings by Homburg 
et al. (2011), for example, based on a cross-industrial survey, suggest that customer 
orientation with regard to sales of individualised products success is optimal in 
highly competitive markets and for firms which pursue a premium price strategy. 
While customer orientation is consistently positively related to customer attitudes, 
its relationship to sales success seems to be curvilinear.

To sum up, the current state of research indicates the importance of certain gen-
eral abilities, i.e. traits, but also the need for situational adaptation; the success of 
which is mediated by both abstract and specific knowledge. Such knowledge can be 
both social knowledge, as in the case of customer knowledge, and relate to product, 
organisational or market specifics. This model may be less successful, however, in 
areas where short-term sales success is the organisational or branch-specific norm.

As Nerdinger (2001) argues, emotion work also plays a significant, and possibly 
specific, role for competent social interaction in the sales and services industry. In 
particular, low status sales and services tend to be subject to impolite customer 
behaviour. As a result, emotional work on the part of the sales and services staff is 
required which includes the necessity to comply with job- and organisation-specific 
rules of expression (Rafaeli and Sutton 1987). Possible strategies in the sales and 
services industry are either characterised by surface acting or situational reinterpre-
tation, such as reinterpreting unfriendly behaviour – rightly or wrongly – as cus-
tomer anxiety (Nerdinger 2001). However, as Sutton and Rafaeli (1988) argue, such 
‘display rules’ may also vary in response to specific situations. In their quantitative 
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study of a chain of urban convenience stores, the display of positive emotions was 
negatively linked to the sales figures. According to their qualitative research find-
ings – obtained by these authors in case studies of four stores – busy and high-paced 
store settings required the rather neutral display of emotions, whereas slow settings 
tended to demand the display of positive emotions. This interpretation appeared to 
be compatible with the quantitative evidence.

While the requirement to display emotions seems to be common to sales and 
services work on the one hand and social and health care on the other, situations 
which require the pretence of emotion against personal convictions, which may 
even result in ethical conflicts, are apparently specific to sales and services work – 
although they may become more common with tendencies to apply business sector 
models to health-care institutions (Senghaas-Knobloch 2008; Rastetter 2008). 
When ‘acting’ is required irrespective of actual feelings, ‘emotional dissonance’ 
occurs, a term describing deviations of genuinely felt emotions from emotional 
expressions required by organisational or professional norms (Zapf 2002). In the 
view of Hacker (2006), it is this aspect that separates what he calls ‘interaction 
work’ from other types of work. Since their underlying purpose is the selling of 
products or services, customer relationships can be ended at almost any given time 
by the disclosure of such inconsistencies. Similarly, ethical behaviour, which 
implies authentic feelings, may often reduce the likelihood of successful perfor-
mance (Gieseke 2011), particularly in areas where short-term sales are the norm, 
e.g. in second-hand car retailing (e.g. Brünner 1994). For sales personnel, this 
requires adaptations not only in terms of behaviour but also in terms of applied 
reasoning.

48.4.3  Social and Health Care

As in the sales and services industry, an important aspect of social competence in 
social and health-care work is the separation of emotional experience and emotional 
expression (Gieseke 2007). Unlike sales and services, however, genuinely felt emo-
tion is often considered part of the social and professional identity of care workers 
(Briner 1999; Zapf 2002), and contrary to sales and service contexts, there is also 
some likelihood that authentic emotional expression will be tolerated in backstage 
vocational and professional working environments (Gieseke 2007).

Some further differences exist between social and health-care work on the one 
hand and work in the sales and services industry on the other. While to influence 
clients’ emotions can be considered as a prerequisite of successfully carrying out 
work requirements in both cases, in care work contributions to emotional change on 
the part of the client is not just a means to selling products and services but is also 
an end in itself – to the extent that it can be even more important than physical heal-
ing, as is particularly the cases of care for the elderly, care for victims of fatal dis-
eases or psychotherapy (Hacker 2006). Similarly, patient activation and participation 
are goals deemed central to care work (Street 2003, 915). Here, it is important to 
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note that contrary to Zapf’s (2002) assumptions, this should not be seen in analogy 
to service work oriented at making customers feel good, like hostess work, where 
the ultimate goal is to influence customers to spend money in an enterprise. In the 
case of care work, the requirement to emotionally influence clients also makes it 
necessary to adequately assess their feelings. Zapf (2002) argues that ‘[to] be able 
to manage the client’s emotions, the accurate perception of their emotions is an 
important prerequisite’ (240). He further emphasises the empirically found correla-
tion between ‘sensitivity requirements’ and ‘emotion expression requirements’.

An important difference between both areas of service work should be noted. 
Whereas emotional expressions in the helping professions are likely to be con-
strained by professional requirements – which are in turn transmitted through voca-
tional and professional education – such behaviour in sales and services is only 
guided by organisational demands (Rastetter 2008). Moreover, one may suspect that 
care work requires a greater array of emotional expression than other kinds of work 
(Zapf 2002). This assumption would require empirical scrutiny, however. As 
Wildemeersch et al. (2000) note for guidance and counselling, the professional 
challenge in this area consists of balancing standardisation, regulated by output 
demands, predetermined procedures, a tendency to reduce complexity and individu-
alisation strategies, regulated by the demands of an authentic encounter and the 
readiness to deal with situational complexity and interaction partners’ 
individuality.

A particular aspect of social and health care refers to the fact that these profes-
sions also require abstract thinking and a substantial amount of knowledge about 
age- and disease-related restrictions and impairments in client communication (e.g. 
Korpijaakko-Huuhka and Klippi 2008; Gülich and Lindemann 2010). Other than in 
sales and services, where information and communication deficits predominantly 
concern products or services to be sold, in the case of care work with specific groups 
of clients or patients, substantial professional knowledge is required with regard to 
the interaction process itself, such as interaction with children or with clients who 
suffer from dementia (Wittmann et al. 2014) or hearing loss (Deppermann 2012). 
This demonstrates that in addition to emotional perception and expression, factual 
knowledge forms an integral part of social interaction in these occupations and 
professions.

In a comparison of different occupations and professions, an important issue 
refers to the extent to which the specific behaviour is scripted in the form of cogni-
tive schemata, as is typical for routine behaviour (Zapf 2002). According to empiri-
cal findings of Morris and Feldman (1997), such ‘scripting’ is likely to occur when 
occupational or vocational requirements are such that episodes of emotional display 
remain short, as in the case of hospital nursing. In the context of prolonged interac-
tion in care work, however, the concept of ‘emotional dissonance’ in the care profes-
sion gains importance. As Zapf (2002) points out, emotional dissonance can be 
understood as an external requirement which varies considerably even within care 
work, for example, with regard to feelings of disgust between child nursing and old 
age care. In the medical profession, professional feeling rules often require moder-
ate emotional display, while at the same time ‘internal emotional neutrality’ is 
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 necessary to exercise one’s work. It can be argued that the ambivalence of maintain-
ing emotional detachment while displaying a certain level of emotional engagement 
in client interactions is a particular requirement of sociologically defined 
professions.

To sum up, the relationship between factual knowledge and socially interactive 
behaviour seems much more intertwined for care work than for sales and services. 
Client knowledge, both abstract and concrete, is an indispensable requirement for 
carrying out the task in many areas of care work, with individualised communica-
tion being the norm for competent social action.

48.5  Measurement of Social Competencies

As already mentioned, the occupational and professional sector is characterised by 
a clear lack of empirical research – despite substantial initiatives in this direction.

The evaluation of competencies, in particular for purposes of staff recruitment, 
feedback concerning work or the establishment of cooperative structures in the 
organisation of work, but also for the targeted enhancement of specific facets of 
social competence, requires a theory-based concept of the property to be evaluated. 
The current deficit in terms of accepted rules for measuring social competencies 
results from challenges and difficulties in defining the construct. As has been 
emphasised above, social competencies develop predominantly in interactive pro-
cesses, depending on individual and situational characteristics. They represent latent 
dispositions which can only be captured through their manifestations in concrete 
situation. Hence, their measurement presumes that personal and situational aspects 
and their interactions have to be taken into account (cf. Maag-Merki 2005, 366).

A further difficulty stems from the fact that the interpretation of the obtained val-
ues normally is not related to a maximum as the desired state but to a range of pos-
sible values where the optimum is defined as a corollary of normative premises.

The currently available instruments for measuring social competencies are based 
upon different methodological approaches. Standardised inventories and self- ratings 
are frequently chosen, although the spectrum of covered properties is often rather 
narrow and specific. Self-ratings or self-reports of behaviour are usually applied in 
personnel selection and in the area of personnel development, in the context of per-
formance feedback and in school-related and further education-related learning and 
assessment contexts. There are, indeed, quite a number of different psychometric 
scales available to measure specific dimensions such as assertiveness or cognitive 
and affective aspects of empathy, self-control, self-efficacy, locus of control and 
prosocial behaviour (see Schoon 2009, 5). However, the use of self-ratings and self- 
reports for the measurement of social competencies is rather controversial. In par-
ticular, concerns have been raised with respect to their construct and prognostic 
validity, their reliability and the likelihood of compliance effects (cf. Schoon 2009, 
6; Maag-Merki 2005, 366). External observation of individual behaviour or 
assessment- centred techniques (Schuler 2007) may well generate valid and valuable 
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data pertaining to relevant occupational and professional situations, but drawing 
heavily on time resources.

Situational judgement tests may be interpreted as a compromise between self- 
ratings and external observations, although they in turn present problems as a con-
sequence of their inherent multidimensionality with subsequent problems in terms 
of the quality of the measurement. Further problems derive from the fact that few of 
the existing instruments take the specificity of the investigated interactions into 
account. Focusing on learning strategies, Friedrich and Mandl (1992, 18) have 
named this the ‘dilemma of scope versus precision’, which seems to hold for the 
measurement of social competencies as well and which is exacerbated by unsettled 
issues concerning the functionality of domain specific as opposed to 
overarching/generic competencies. More recent approaches attempt to capture 
social competencies by way of computer-based measurement techniques. Here, 
stimuli consist of standardised occupational situations, e.g. by the use of video 
vignettes, followed by instructions to interpret the situation and to suggest a con-
crete course of action (cf. Wittmann et al. 2014). This computer-/video-based tech-
nique also permits to search answers to questions concerning the domain specificity 
of social competencies, as some of the situations presented as stimuli are bound to 
a narrow occupational context while others refer rather generally to cross- 
occupational contexts.

There is no point in denying, however, that a great deal of development still 
needs to be done, if objective, reliable and valid research instruments are to be 
obtained, in order to arrive at defensible psychometric models of social competence. 
Multi-method strategies may help to facilitate pragmatically useful, theoretically 
grounded process analyses.

48.6 Conclusions

The theoretical basis laid out in this chapter suggests the existence of a general, 
broadly transferable core of social competence pertaining to a wide range of voca-
tional and professional social interaction. At the surface level, it entails the ability to 
adequately perceive and express messages both through verbal and nonverbal chan-
nels and to adapt to situations. Specific differences between the vocations and pro-
fessions here investigated depend on the following factors:

 1. The goals of social interaction.
 2. The extent to which professional norms play a role and have to be balanced 

against organisational norms and rules.
 3. The nature and relevance of factual knowledge about social interaction and the 

extent to which it is intertwined with what can be meaningfully described as 
social competence.

 4. The degree in which the expression of emotion is expected or even required.
 5. The existence and impact of vocation or occupation-specific scripts for institu-

tionalised contexts where short-term interaction is the rule.

S. Seeber and E. Wittmann



1045

In dealing competently with emotion, a balance in handling the ‘emotional dis-
sonance’ between external expectations and internal states and processes is an inte-
gral and essential part of social competence in vocations and professions, for which 
interaction with external clients or customers is constitutive. Yet the abovemen-
tioned deliberations also lead to the conclusion that in some respect the differences 
examined between the vocational and professional areas are quite substantial. The 
long-term vs. short-term nature of the communicative relationship specifically, the 
extent to which it is individualised and the fact that economisation has – at least as 
of now – not yet fully dominated the area of care work may be relevant distinguish-
ing factors.

The differential development of social competence specific to the vocations or 
professions discussed here remains to be further clarified by empirical investiga-
tions. Another aspect which is in particular a need of future studies is the relevance 
of psychomotor skills and cognitive abilities for occupational and professional per-
formance (Kanning 2002; Greene 2003). In particular, it appears promising to 
examine the open questions pertaining to the relationships between domain-specific 
and overarching competencies.

Apart from requirements for empirical research and improvements in measure-
ment, the chapter warrants thoughts on policy- and curriculum-oriented questions. 
While, as demonstrated, a substantial body of research and empirical evidence 
exists in the field of social competence in vocational and professional education, it 
seems questionable that the differentiations and findings proposed in this chapter 
have made their way into policy considerations and vocational education curricula. 
Other than subject matter competencies, it seems likely that social competence is 
considered less accessible to sound theory and empirical research and that educa-
tional practice in schooling is guided either by generic ideas of social competence. 
But besides knowledge, specifically in vocational education, there may be another 
complication: features immanent to social interaction may prevent systematic 
theory- based treatment in vocational schools. There is some likelihood that, where, 
like in some areas of sales and services, ethical conflicts are prevalent but spaces for 
authentic emotional expression are lacking in the workplace environment, there will 
be little interest or tolerance for putting all features of domain-specific social inter-
action out in the open.
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