When is Someone Deemed Competent? 
The 4 Stages of Competence
A skill can only be competently acquired through repeated practise, not by talking about it nor a one off demonstration.  Like any other skill, practise makes perfect.  
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When acquiring ANY skill people go through four levels.  The four stages are outlined in the diagram below. 

To help you understand this better, consider the very first time you rode a bike. 
Unconscious incompetence
When you were little, you saw someone riding a bike and it looked easy; and you thought you’d give it a go. As it looked so easy, you didn’t know at this stage that you’d keep falling off (and therefore be incompetent): this is the unconscious incompetence phase.

Conscious can incompetence
You got on the bike for the first time and you fell off. You got back on and continued to fall off and possibly get frustrated.   You realised at this stage that what you thought was easy was not as easy as it seemed: you became aware that you weren’t competent; this is the conscious incompetence phase.

Conscious competence
Eventually, you managed to ride the bike successfully but you still had to think about what you were doing. You were thinking about your balance all the time and how your feet were peddling whilst also keeping an eye on your steering. So, although you could do it and perhaps a bit wobbly, you still needed to think about it. This is conscious competence.

Unconscious competence
You eventually managed to ride the bike without having to think about your peddling or steering. It became second nature and you hardly ever fell off again. This is the top level of the ladder which is unconscious competence.

All skills, whether it is communication skills or doing a lumbar puncture, are acquired in this manner. The important thing to remember is an awareness that the frustration experienced during unconscious incompetence and conscious incompetence is a sign not of failure but of progression. Learners often need to be reminded of this (for example when they’re continuously trying but failing to explore patients’ ideas about what is going on). This uncomfortable feeling is good; because it means that you’re no longer in your comfort zone and that you’re exploring something new.
Dr. Ramesh Mehay, Programme Director, Bradford GP Training Scheme, 2010


