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ABSTRACT 
 
Introduction: the skills and performance of health professionals have been a permanent concern of health 
systems to increase the quality of services and medical universities to provide the professional world with a 
professional with adequate capacity and mode of action. Development: the positioning of the authors allowed, 
through systematization, to make an assessment of the foundations and background of the training of 
competences and their relationship with the quality of professional performance in health. Conclusions: the 
training of professional competences have their foundations of cognitive and motivational nature permanently 
integrated, which regulate professional performance to be inextricably linked to performance and develop during 
professionalization for its constant improvement, with a committed and consistent action with decisions taken by 
the professional in his daily work that contributes to raising the quality of health services provided to the 
population. 
 
Keywords: competence, performance, professional 

 

RESUMEN 
 
Introducción: las competencias y el desempeño de los profesionales de la salud han constituido una 
preocupación permanente de los sistemas de salud para incrementar la calidad de los servicios y de las 
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universidades médicas, con el fin de aportar al mundo laboral, a un profesional con adecuada capacidad y modo 
de actuación. Desarrollo: el posicionamiento de los autores permitió mediante la sistematización, realizar una 
valoración de los fundamentos y antecedentes de la formación de competencias y su relación con la calidad del 
desempeño profesional en salud. Conclusiones: la formación de competencias profesionales tienen sus 
fundamentos de índole cognitivo y motivacional integrados de forma permanente, que regulan la actuación 
profesional, al estar indisolublemente unidas al desempeño y se desarrollan durante la profesionalización para su 
constante perfeccionamiento, con una actuación comprometida y consecuente con las decisiones tomadas por el 
profesional en su quehacer diario, que contribuye a elevar la calidad de los servicios de salud que se brindan a la 
población. 
 
Palabras claves: competencia, desempeño, profesional 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
Every day humanity demands the formation of professionals capable of solving, from their professional practice, 
the health problems of society and guaranteeing the necessary changes for their sustainable development. 

(1)
 

At the global level, the evaluation of the competences and the performance of health professionals have 
constituted, in the last three decades, a permanent concern of the health systems to increase the quality of the 
services and of the medical universities to contribute to the labor world, to a professional with adequate capacity 
and mode of action. 

There have been numerous projects, meetings, events, declarations and models that have been carried out in the 
world to address the issues of competencies in the field of medical training and its relationship with assistance 
and the world of work. Several countries have adopted competency-based training in their universities, and 
organizations and centers dedicated to the study of skills and work performance have been created. 

(2-3)
 

In the Cuban strategy for the creation and consolidation of its health system, the policy of human resources 
development has been a factor of maximum relevance. The development of these resources has been in turn the 
essential capital for the promotion of scientific research and the search for technological independence in 
everything that is within reach, according to the possibilities of each moment, by applying the scientific 
achievements to all the that requires it, both in the field of promotion and prevention, and in diagnosis, treatment 
or rehabilitation. 

(4)
 

It is important from the field of Medical Education, to take into account the role played by the training and 
development of skills, as these prepare professionals to face the challenges that arise in working life. 
Given the great complexity of current times, characterized by unequal economic situations, dizzying technological 
changes and wide social and cultural diversity, universities face the challenge of expanding their capacity to 
respond to social demands, the growing demand for professionals that are capable of being inserted competently 
in the socioeconomic, political, cultural, science, technology and social insertion processes. 

To the above, it obeys the need to work on the relationship between competence and performance. The 
conception of this process must be flexible, comprehensive and contextual. It is necessary to develop 
professional competences systematically and permanently from the exercise of professional functions, 
qualification or performance towards a competent job. 

(5)
 

 
When taking into account these arguments, this article presents an assessment of the foundations and 
background of the training of competencies and their relation to the quality of professional performance in health. 

 

 

 



ARTÍCULO ORIGINAL EDITORIAL 

Facultad de Tecnología de la Salud |Volumen 10 Número 1 (2019): ENE- MAR| 
ISSN: 2218-6719 RNPS: 2252 

 
www.revtecnología.sld.cu 

QUALITATIVE ORIGINAL ARTICLE 

 

70 

DEVELOPMENT 

Professional competences: approaches, definitions and trends 

When entering the background of the term competence, it is identified that it begins to be used in the field of 
psychological science at the end of the fifties by the theorists of the new cognitive psychology, when Noam 
Chomsky introduces the concept of linguistic competence to refer to a formal and abstract knowledge about the 
rules and principles that regulate the linguistic system, attributing an innate and universal character. 

The term "competition", in the 70s recovers a boom applied to the work environment, which responded to the 
needs of an era where there was a great revolution in production and left aside the satisfaction and development 
of workers. Thus begins the application of the concept in spheres outside the language, mainly in developed 
countries, related to the productive processes in companies. At first it emerges as labor competence. With a more 
integrating and holistic vision, the concept of labor competency is changed to that of professional competence 
from a stage of human talent management and training based on a competency approach based on the work of 
David McClelland. 

(6)
 

In the 1980s, the industrialized countries have given great impetus to education and competency-based training, 
with successful results mainly in Australia, Canada, France, the United States and the United Kingdom. This 
concept of competences involves two important elements: education and training. 

(7)
 

The concept of competence arises from the need to assess not only the set of appropriate knowledge 
(knowledge) and skills and knowledge (know-how) developed by a person, but to appreciate their ability to use 
them to respond to situations, solve problems and unwrap in the world Similarly, it implies a look at the conditions 
of the individual and the dispositions with which he acts, that is, the attitudinal and evaluative component 
(knowing how to be) that affects the results of the action. 

(8)
 

In today's society there is a tendency in different regions, cultures and in all labor spheres, related to the 
competences of labor resources, for an updated control of the markets. Cuba is not immune to this process and 
works to ensure a better performance of its professionals and provide a better service, especially if it is related to 
the health and quality of life of the population. 

There are numerous classifications of the types of labor competencies. For the purposes of the Cuban National 
Health System, they are classified as: 
 
Generic competences: those that, formed in Higher Medical Education, are those of greater generality and need 
for a university graduate to be inserted successfully in the professional field. They are fundamental in the 
formation of skills and knowledge, and in aspects related to their essential formation, which are expressed in the 
fulfillment of ethical, moral, political and ideological principles, motivations, attitudes and values. 

(9) 

 
Specific competences: those that the professional requires for the proper exercise of their profession and are 
determined for each area, service or specialty. They are based on the progressive acquisition of knowledge, 
specific skills and the achievement of greater expertise. They are not easily transferable from one service to 
another in different specialties. 

(9)
 

The conceptual diversity in terms of criteria and projections about the term competences is wide. If it is true that in 
many universities of the world, training based on competences or a competency-based approach has been 
generalized in others, the development of the skills of its already graduated professionals, favors an improvement 
of their professional performance, and guarantees from the permanent and continuous improvement, the 
professionalization process. 

The competences are also called "competence units". And they have a clear and concrete meaning in the work 
process and, therefore, have value in the exercise of their work activities and also includes any requirement 
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related to health, safety, quality and labor relations, among others. The grouping of different competency units 
shapes the occupational qualifications. The competences or units of competences are structured in "elements of 
competence". 

(10)
 

The element of competence is the description of an accomplishment that must be achieved by a person in the 
scope of his occupation. It refers to an action, behavior or result that the worker must demonstrate. The elements 
of competition are the basis for standardization. It is what a person must be able to do to fulfill their job functions. 

The competences allow to articulate all subsystems of human resources management to global results, 
conserving each one of its components, its dynamics and its own internal characteristics: selection, training, 
evaluation, promotion, recognition and certification. 

(10)
 It is important to mean that competences are not the 

heritage of a job, but are attributes of the worker and incorporate individual and social elements in a way that in 
each case is unique. 

Multiple have been the definitions of competences made from different conceptions; However, many institutions 
and authors agree that they are the set of knowledge, skills, attitudes and values that are put into operation in a 
specific work context, in order to solve a concrete problem of social practice, where various capacities intervene, 
and they have been associated with quality, efficiency, effectiveness, relevance, responsibility, excellence and 
actions to achieve satisfaction. 

(11)
 

The Cuban Ministry of Labor and Social Security specifies that they are used by the worker in the performance, in 
correspondence with the technical, productive and service requirements, as well as those of quality, which are 
required for the performance of their functions. 

(12)
 In Cuba, several researchers who work in the context of 

Medical Education have deepened the study and definition of the term competences; among them: 

Urbina Laza O. in 2007 
(13)

 defines them as: the integration of knowledge, skills, behaviors, attitudes, aptitudes 
and motivations that lead to an adequate performance in diverse contexts, respond to the functions and tasks of a 
professional to develop ideally in his work and is the result of a process related to experience, training and 
qualification. 

Perdomo Victoria IT. in 2007 
(14)

 grouped as common elements: knowledge, procedures and attitudes that 
combined, coordinated and integrated are needed for effective professional practice; that are only definable in 
action and in practice, with a dynamic and flexible character; that can be acquired throughout the active life and 
includes the capacity for development, improvement and adaptability; that cannot be understood outside the 
context, time, social, economic and labor environment; and implies a relationship between the internal and the 
external of the person. 

Salas in 2009 
(15)

 stated that professional competence in health integrates the set of skills (knowledge, skills and 
abilities) developed through educational processes (academic training and continuing education) and work 
experience achieved, based on values and attitudes; which are applied for the identification and solution of the 
daily problems that you face in your work practice in a certain area or health service. 

The researcher Martínez. JA in 2011, 
(16)

 proposes the definition of Specialized Professional Competence: 
"identified from the behaviors associated with knowledge, skills and values, related to technical training, linked to 
the quality of services from the workplace, with a productive language or function and a reflection of the demands 
of society by virtue of the quality of life of human beings.", in correspondence with the cultural historical approach. 

PhD Sixto in 2014, 
(17)

 in his doctoral thesis assumes the definition of PhD Santos and refers that professional 
skills are "a system of knowledge, skills, values and qualities of personality that are they mobilize according to 
individual and social needs, as well as the motives, interests and attitudes of the professional, which allow 
satisfactory performance in the exercise of the profession; and that can only be evaluated through performance, 
considering social demands." 
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PhD González in 2017, 
(18)

 assumes the research competencies with an interdisciplinary approach for teachers of 
Health Technologies as "Potentiality of the human being with teaching functions in Health Technologies, which is 
expressed in the framework of all process of scientific research in the context of medical education and that 
allows from the integration, cooperation and enrichment of knowledge, the resolution of professional and 
pedagogical problems, the construction of new knowledge of the sciences involved and the actors involved with 
the researcher. " 

Regularities are recognized in these authors when referring to the term of competition between them, which are: 
 
• Necessary for the exercise of a profession 
 
• Update of knowledge according to the exercise of the profession. 
 
• Strengthening of values 
 
• Ability to adapt 
 
• Procedure techniques in a specific context 
 
• Uninterrupted development according to the individual and social needs, motives, interests, attitudes, aptitudes 
of the professional. 
 
• Development in the practical activity during the professional training with skill and abilities of it, before the 
demand of the exercise of their profession. 
 
• They can be observable, measurable and evaluable based on the ideal professional performance. 
 
According to these researchers, they agree that competence is the knowledge, skills and values associated with a 
specific professional context. Competencies are valued as a tool capable of providing a conceptualization, a way 
of doing and a common language for the development of human resources, they constitute a systematic vision 
and organization, they have been expressed as a certification system legally established in several regions of the 
world, it is a link between work, education and training. 
 
Process of identification of professional competences 
 
The identification, definition or construction of competencies is the process followed to establish, based on work 
and performance, the skills that are mobilized to perform the activity satisfactorily, a labor analysis is carried out to 
determine the competencies that are necessary to achieve the objectives that the occupation pursues. 

(19)
 

It is the starting point for the study on competences and is carried out through a participatory process, involving 
specialized workers, employers, technicians and methodologists; and when they are not identified in the 
workplace, it is up to the academic institutions to carry out this process. 

(12)
 

There are three methodologies to identify competences, which are: occupational, functional and constructivist 
analysis. 

(21)
 

Occupational analysis is the process of collecting, ordering and evaluating information related to the activities and 
tasks of the occupation to be studied, both in terms of the characteristics of the work performed, the requirements 
that are needed for the worker have a satisfactory performance, as well as the technical and environmental 
factors of it. 

(21)
 

This type of analysis corresponds to three other methods developed and applied in various regions, countries and 
institutions, which are: 
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a. Developing a Curriculum, (DACUM) of fast application and low cost. Through the technique of brainstorming, 
workers, supervisors, instructors and teachers describe their occupations, identify tasks, functions, competencies 
and sub competences. It is very useful to design objectives and contents of technical education and vocational 
training programs, and specifies the tools with which the worker interacts, to facilitate practical training. 

(21)
 

 
b. A model, in English (AMOD) is an agile application and low cost, it is a variant of the DACUM aimed at 
identifying competences and sub competences of a family of occupations, and allows these to be organized in 
training modules that can be taught in sequentially, in an order of increasing complexity. 
 
 
c. Systematic Development of an Instructional Curriculum (SCID) is a deepening of the DACUM, it carries out a 
more detailed analysis of the tasks of the occupation, related to safety standards, execution standards, 
instruments, work materials and information management , among others. It is used to design didactic guides that 
are used in personalized education programs and facilitates the modular structure of teaching. 

(21)
 

 
Functional analysis is a method that is used to identify the competences required for a productive function or 
services, follows an analytical process that goes from the general to the particular, it consists in disaggregating 
the functions into increasingly specific sub functions and these, to in turn, they can be subdivided into minor tasks, 
until the identification of the elementary actions that a worker can perform, under the logical problem-solution. It 
produces flexible descriptions to be applied in different work contexts and includes the conditions of quality, safety 
and health at work. 

(22)
 

 
The function, as a conscious and goal-oriented activity, is the type of work activity that characterizes and identifies 
the socially useful work that man performs to achieve a specific objective. It constitutes the set of activities, tasks, 
duties and responsibilities that determine the exercise of a profession, position or employment, which must reflect 
the problems that the professional must be able to face, analyze and solve. 

(14)
 

 
This type of analysis is an experimental process, because there are no exact procedures to carry it out, it is built 
with the contributions of the participants through a deductive strategy, it is a process of work analysis in its 
integrating functions, which is developed with experts from the activity labor, employers and workers, according to 
methodological guidelines. Being a method of analysis that enables reflection, it has a formative character, which 
produces new knowledge. 
 
The main purpose identified and its successive disaggregation to achieve more elementary functions that are 
performed by individuals, gives rise to the different branches that determine the units and elements of 
competence, which are expressed in a functional map or tree of functions and that can be transferable between 
different labor contexts. 

(14)
 

 
The constructivist analysis has its origin and greater development in France. It is a method focused on the 
behavior of workers, which consists of a face-to-face interview, from which their attitude to various work situations 
and critical incidents is examined, specific data is obtained about the way in which they behaved in the past to 
establish the type of behavior that differentiates efficient people from less efficient ones. 

(22)
 

 
A fundamental principle in the interviews is that "past behavior is the best predictor of future behavior". For this 
reason, incidents that occurred in the past allow us to determine how he would behave in the present, now that he 
knows what happened and its consequences. The constructivist analysis is the most participatory, since it is 
oriented from the dysfunction in the productive process and includes the people of lower level. 
 
The authors of this article agree with what is stated by the Center for Academic Development in Health of the 
University of Medical Sciences of Havana (CADH), 

(23)
 which considers that the three methods are overlapping 
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and that when the functions in the undergraduate and postgraduate programs in the country, emphasis is placed 
on functional analysis as a starting point for the identification of competences. 
 
According to Irigoin and Vargas, 

(24)
 the steps for the construction of competences, according to the functional 

analysis, can be: 
 
1. Form the group of experts. 
 
2. Establish the purpose and scope of the analysis to be carried out. 
 
3. Develop the functional map. 
 
4. Identify the units and define the elements of competence. 
 
5. Select the system of knowledge and key skills, as well as the values and attitudes required. 
 
6. Identify the performance criteria. 
 
7. Establish the field of application. 
 
8. Identify the evidence of performance. 
 
9. Establish the evaluation guide. 
 
For some authors, the first four steps are those relating to the identification process and those from five to nine 
are within the normalization of competencies. 
 
The evaluation of competence and professional performance 
 
The performance has a close relationship with the competences since these can only be defined and obtained 
through a specific professional performance, which are cataloged as: satisfactory, suitable, efficient, adequate, 
among other terms. 

(25)
 Therefore, the competences identify, first of all, concrete results in a specific work area. 

 
Competencies are not only manifested, they are also built based on performance. In effect, the competence-
building process is not conceived as a phase of conceptual acquisition, followed by a phase of "practical" 
application, but competencies are also constructed in the practice itself, and diverse knowledge is developed. 
 
The performance, as expressed in the dictionary of the Royal Spanish Academy, "is the action and effect of 
performing or perform" while performing means "fulfill a responsibility, perform an action that has been accepted 
as an obligation. As a service by which a satisfaction is obtained; the word extends to the set of actions that are 
carried out to achieve an objective."

(26)
 

 
In the area of pedagogical sciences, the researcher Añorga and collaborators in 2008, (27) in the glossary of 
terms of advanced education express that it is the "capacity of an individual to carry out actions, duties and 
obligations inherent to his position or functions. Professionals that demands a job. This is expressed in the 
behavior or real behavior of the worker in relation to the other tasks to be fulfilled, during the exercise of his 
profession. This term designates what the professional really does and not only has what he known how to do." 
 
This same researcher in her thesis in option to the scientific degree of philosopher doctor, in second grade in 
2012, states that "it is the process where the suitability of the subject is manifested to execute the actions of their 
functions, where their domain is reflected. technical-professional, political behavior and human qualities, that 
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allow you to know how to be in line with the priorities of work in the sector, according to current demands, 
demonstrating it in the evaluation of the concrete results of your center."

(28)
 

 
In the area of health sciences, Fernández Sacasas in 1999 defines professional performance as: "the attitude or 
ability of a professional to proficiently develop the duties or obligations inherent to a work position. It's what the 
aspirant actually does.”

(29)
 

 
Salas Perea in 2009, defined as: "the behavior or real behavior of workers, both in the technical order, and in the 
interpersonal relationships that are created in the care of the health process -disease of the population, where In 
turn, the environmental component has an important influence." 

(15)
 

 
In the area of health technologies, the researcher Ramos Suárez in 2014 defines the professional performance of 
the technologist in mammography techniques such as: the behavior demonstrated by the technologist in Imaging 
in the execution of the technological procedures of the techniques of mammography, in the process of training 
and obtaining medical images, for the early detection and presumptive diagnosis of breast cancer, with the 
fulfillment of its functions (care, teaching, research and management), with humanism, scientificity, 
communication and ethics, through interaction in the multidisciplinary health team, for the sake of the quality of life 
of patients, family members and their environment. 

(30)
 

 
On the other hand, Solís, S in 2017, defines the professional performance of the Bachelor of Hygiene and 
Epidemiology as: the capacity (understood as intelligence, talent, preparation, sufficiency), that this professional 
has to identify, evaluate and contribute to solve the hygienic - epidemiological problems, by applying its 38 
pedagogical, scientific - research, managerial and assistance functions, in close relation with the health team, 
which guarantees the obtaining of quality results in the health services. 

(31)
 

 
From the analysis of the definition of professional performance that is assumed by the afore mentioned 
researchers, the following are identified as common elements: 
 
• Capacity, behavior. 
 
• Suitability of the professional. 
 
• Carry out the actions, duties, obligations of their professional duties. 
 
• What the professional actually does and not only what he knows how to do. 
 
• Real action and domain. 
 
Therefore, the direct relationship of performance with the modes of action where the nuclei or basic pillars of 
learning are articulated in a coherent and continuous way: learning to know, to do, to live and to be. Therefore, it 
is considered that professional performance is multidimensional and implies in its dialectical interrelation the 
integration of knowledge, skills, attitudes and values. It also manifests: orientation, organization and supervision. 
 
Therefore, in order for there to be good work performance, it is necessary first of all to be competent and also to 
take into account the state of existing personal and work conditions. 
 
The quality of performance, united and integrated to the quality of services, leads to postulate the evaluation of 
professional performance as a continuous process of evaluation of the quality of health care, which breaks the 
purely academic frameworks, and links it with the institutional responsibility and social commitment, as a 
response to the needs of the population; in an active and participative process of constant problematic, which 
directs the actions to be developed in the permanent processes of training and improvement in health. 
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The evaluation of the performance includes in itself the evaluation of the competences, in conjunction with the 
labor and personal conditions required for its performance in a certain job. For a professional to have a good job 
performance requires being competent; but the fact of being competent, by itself, does not always guarantee a 
good professional performance, since it will depend on the other existing conditions. 

(32)
 

 
Several techniques and procedures for the evaluation of competences and professional performance are 
described, among the most used are direct observation, self-evaluation, interviews (managers and the 
population), medical audits, and examinations, among others. 

(33)
 In the opinion of the authors of this article, the 

combination of several techniques in the evaluation process leads to greater reliability of the results. 
 
The evaluation of competence and professional performance in health is the driving and motivational axis of the 
development of professional improvement processes, contributes to the development of permanent and 
continuous education, has a transforming character (influences the evaluated, the institution where he works and 
the community, is the basis for the certification of labor competency, makes it possible to improve the design of 
jobs and contributes to raising the quality of health services. 
 

CONCLUSIONS 

 
The training of professional competences has its foundations of cognitive and motivational nature permanently 
integrated, which regulate the professional performance to be linked in an indissoluble way to the performance, 
and develop during the professionalization for its constant improvement, with a committed and consistent action 
with the decisions taken by the professional in his daily work that contributes to raising the quality of health 
services provided to the population. 
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