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Introduction 

 

At the research level, communication and communication competences have proved as essential 

for personal wellbeing, for social and professional growth. In Interpersonal communication competence,  

Spitzberg mentions only a few achievements of a competent communication, documented by pieces of 

research in the field. “In general, competent communication has been shown to facilitate psychological 

health (Barrios, 1980; Doll, 1953; Myers, 1992; Paul, 1981; Trower et al., 1978; Zigler & Phillips, 1961), 

educational success (Breen et al., 1977, Kohn, 1977; Trenholm & Rose, 1981) occupational success 

(Clinard, 1976; Krembs, 1980; Moment & Zeleznik, 1963), intercultural adjustment (Bannai, 1980; 

Buckingham & Rosenfeld, 1978; LaFromboise & Rowe, 1983; Ruben, 1976) and social effectiveness 

(Campbell & Yarrow, 1961; Fitts, 1970; Gottman, Gonso & Rasmussen, 1975)”.1  

Although communication is seen as an important tool for a quality-life of the individual at a 

theoretical and research level, in practice people usually assume they know all they need to know in 

terms of communication without studying communication as such in a formal or non-formal setting. 

However, the overused label, “there was a communication issue”, referring to various misunderstandings 

in our daily life gives a clue that we may still be far from being competent in communication.    

The EU policy in lifelong learning, as a promoter of specific competences within the Member 

States can play a decisive role in encouraging the study of communication and the development of the 

communication competences. To what extent the communication competences are addressed at the EU 

policy in lifelong learning represents the topic of the present paper. More specifically, the aim of the 

paper is to analyze the communication competences promoted by the EU policy in lifelong learning, 

bringing into discussion which elements of communication are addressed, what is omitted, and what 

purposes (personal wellbeing, social effectiveness, professional success) are attached to these 

competences.  

The paper is structured in four sections. The first section is dedicated to a basic presentation of 

the communication process and its elements in order to design the analytical framework required by the 

policy analysis. The second section introduces and analyzes communication competences as they follow 

from three policy documents. The policy documents were selected based on their relevance for the key 

competences topic. The paper closes with a discussion and some conclusions based on the comparison 

between the theoretical approach to communication and its practice in the analyzed EU policies in lifelong 

learning.                   

 

                                                           
1
 Spitzberg, B.H, Cupach, W.R. (1984) Interpersonal communication competence, London: Sage Publications, p32 
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Analytical framework 

 

This section addresses communication from a theoretical perspective. Its focus is on identifying and 
discussing the components of the communication process based on existent models of interpersonal 

communication. For each component, this section includes a definition and a brief presentation. The 

findings will represent the analytical framework that will be used for the analysis of the communication 
competences as they follow from a selection of the EU policy documents of lifelong learning.  

 

In Communication Models1, McQuail and Windahl provide a comprehensive description of the 

main communication models that have been developed during the last thirty years. One of the first and 

amongst the most popular communication models presented in their work belongs to Lasswell (1902-

1978), American communication theorist, who approached communication through five basic questions: 

Who says what in what channel to whom and with what effect?2 Lasswell’s model can be easily applied 

not only to mass communication, as it is the case for most of the models included in Communication 

Models, but also to interpersonal communication.  

This model has been criticized for referring to communication as a linear process. Moreover, the 

model fails to note that the persons involved in the communication act sends and receives messages 

simultaneously and not successively. Thus, for example, when a teacher explains a student a 

mathematical theory, Lasswell’s model describes the process by identifying the teacher with the source 

(who sends the message?) and the student with the receiver (to whom is the message sent?). However, 

the teacher and the students are both, at the same time, sources and receivers: the student is 

simultaneously source for nonverbal messages by nodding to show understanding or, on the contrary, 

confusion; the teacher receives the nonverbal messages from the student and transmits his/her message 

about the mathematical theory. 

Although linear and simple, Lasswell’s model becomes useful in analyzing communication grace 

to its merit to have clearly identified the basic elements of the communication process: the source (who), 

the message (what), the channel, the receiver (to whom) and the effects.  

Starting from Lasswell’s view, having in mind its criticism, and based on Joseph A.Devito’s work, 

The Interpersonal Communication Book (1995), the communication process contains the following 

elements: source-receiver (person), relationship, message, channel, noise, context, effects and ethics. 

Each of these elements is explained below and a graphical representation is provided.  

  

 

                                                           
1
 McQuail, D., Windahl, S. (1995) Communication Models: For the Study of Mass Communication. London: Longman Group United 

Kingdom 
2
 Idem 
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Fig. 1. The elements of the communication process.  

Resource: personal construction 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source-receiver (person) 

An interpersonal communication process assumes the existence of at least two persons. “Each 

person formulates and sends messages (source functions) and also perceives and comprehends 

messages (receiver functions). The hyphenated term source-receiver emphasizes that both functions are 

performed by each individual in interpersonal communication.”1  

A person brings into the communication process his/her entire being, from cultural background to 

attitudes, from knowledge to values, from emotions to feelings. “All that we perceive all that we 

comprehend, must be perceived and comprehended in and through ourselves.”2 Therefore, I find the 

broader concept “person” more appropriate to cover both the source-receiver roles but also all the other 

individual characteristics that influence how communication will flow.  

When communication is approached from the perspective of the individual, as a whole person 

involved in the communication process, the level of analysis is called intrapersonal. The focus “at this 

level is upon individual behaviour such as observing, problem-solving, thinking, listening or reading, 

seeking for acquiring consumable information, speaking or writing, and so on, with particular emphasis 

upon the inputting and processing of information.” 3 

 

                                                           
1
 DeVito, J. A. (1995) The interpersonal communication book,  New York: HarperCollins College Publisher, p10 

2
 Thayer, L. (1986) Communication and communication systems in organization, management, and interpersonal relations, New 

York: University Press of America, p 112 
3
 Idem 
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Relationship 

Although the relationship between two persons is often not mentioned as an element of 

interpersonal communication, it plays an essential role because it represents the component that creates 

the connection which makes the interaction possible by defining a frame where communication can take 

place. Relationship is a necessary condition for communication as Thayer emphasizes: “Comprehending 

another person requires me to have a conceptual model of my relationship with him. Thus a basic 

prerequisite for all intercommunication is that at least one of the persons involved has a conceptual 

model (conscious or non-conscious) of the assumed relationship.”1  

Also DeVito in Interpersonal Communication handbook recognizes the importance of relationship, 

nevertheless he does not mention it among the communication elements. “There is always a 

relationship,” he emphasizes, “a connection between two people who are interacting, even if is a non-

intimate one. As your relationship develops, a dyadic consciousness emerges; you begin to see yourself 

as part of a pair, a team, of a couple. It is almost as if a third party enters the picture.2”  

There is a big variety of relationship types, starting with parent-children, or couple relationship, 

to employee-employer, friendship, neighbourly etc. When communication is approached as a system of 

two (or more) person communication, the analysis situates at the interpersonal level. When we situate it 

in the field of intercommunication “we would of course remain cognizant of the fact that the basic 

process of human communication occurs in the individuals involved, but we would add a consideration of 

other variables, such as the relationship of the individuals involved, their intentions and expectations vis-

à-vis each other, the rules of the interpersonal “games” they might be playing at the time, and so on.”3  

 

Message 

Messages are “signals that serve as stimuli for a receiver”4 and depending on the channel used 

for the message communication, messages can be auditory (hearing), visual (seeing), tactile (touching), 

olfactory (smelling), and gustatory (tasting). In the field of communication, there are studies conducted 

for each type of message, with specific knowledge and literature of coding and decoding for each (verbal 

communication, kinaesthetic communication5 etc.).  

In the field of learning, especially in traditional teaching model, the dominant communication 

channel is considered the language, resulting in emphasizing the linguistic messages (spoken, written) in 

                                                           
1
 Ibidem, p77 

2
 DeVito, J. A. op. cit, p8 

3
 Thayer, L. op. cit, p 30 

4
 DeVito, J. A. op cit, p14 

5
 Ekman P., Scherer K.R., (1982). Handbook of methods in nonverbal behavior research, New York: Press Syndicate of the 

University of Cambridge 
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the teaching-learning processes. However, linguistic competences embed more than acquiring the 

knowledge of a language (vocabulary or grammar) referring also to the usage of language in concrete 

situations, to the way a person “performs” a language.    

 

Channel 

“The communication channel is the medium through which messages pass,1” it represents the 

connection, the bridge between the two persons. But it can also refer to the means of communication 

when the communication does not take place face to face but it is mediated by technology (telephone, e-

mail, film, radio, fax, voice mail, etc.). Often several channels interweave in face to face interactions 

(vocal-auditory, gestural-visual, chemical-olfactory) but recently also in mediated interactions (Skype, 

Messenger or mobile phones with voice and video that open vocal-auditory and gestural-visual channels). 

When the focus of communication is on the technological aspect of communication, that specific 

analysis/point of view is situated at the technological level of communication. “When the focus is upon 

the technology of communication, one is concerned with equipment, apparatus, and/or the formalized 

“programs” for generating, storing, processing, translating, distributing, or displaying data – either for 

“consumption” by other pieces of equipment or for ultimate translation into information and consumption 

by human beings.”2 

       

Noise 

“Noise is anything that distorts or interferes with message reception. It is present in a 

communication system to the extent that the message received differs from the message sent.3” The 

factors that interfere with message transmission can be physical (bad internet connection, 

mispronunciation of words), psychological (stereotypes, prejudices) or semantic (usage of jargon, 

complex technical terms that hinder a person to decode the meaning intended by the sender).  

 

Context 

The context in communication refers to “the environment in which communication occurs and 

which exerts influence on the form and content of the communication.”4 According to DeVito, the context 

has several dimensions which can refer to: a physical space (where communication takes place), a 

                                                           
1
 DeVito, J. A. op cit, p17 

2
 Thayer, L. op.cit, p31 

3
 DeVito, J. A. op cit, p17 

4
 Idem 
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temporal period (the moment/period when communication takes place), a social-psychological1, and a 

cultural context. 

Moreover, linguistic competences become insufficient when they are not used appropriately, 

when they ignore the context where communication takes place. In this regards, C.J Fillmore2 makes a 

distinction between “knowing that” and “knowing how” which emphasize the difference between 

“knowing linguistic forms and knowing when to use them.” Thus, the same communication behaviour can 

be extremely effective in one context and prohibited in another.  

         

Effects 

The effects of communications are personal, felt by individuals. Although there are not always 

observable, “it is assumed that for every interpersonal communication act there are effects, somewhat as 

“for every action there is a reaction.” 3 

 

Ethics 

“Because communication has consequences, interpersonal communication also involves ethics, 

the rightness or wrongness of a communication act.” 4 However, rightness and wrongness are closely 

interwoven with each person’s values and therefore, it is difficult to propose universal ethics guidelines in 

communication. But ethics remain a relevant and highly debated issue in communication theory.    

 

From a theoretical perspective, the communication process can be seen as a system containing 

at least eight interconnected elements: two/more persons, the relationship, messages, channels, noise, 

context, effects and ethics. Based on the focus of communication, three levels of analysis were identified: 

intrapersonal (focused on the inputs of the person), interpersonal (focused on the interactions between 

the persons) and technological (concerned with the technological aspects of communication). Some of 

the elements of the process can only be approached at one level (for example, relationship or context are 

inextricable linked with the interactions between the persons, therefore their analysis can only be situated 

at the interpersonal level). But others can be addressed from two different levels of analysis: when 

channel refers to face to face communication it is situated at the interpersonal level; while a discussion 

about channel, its usage or characteristics in a mediated communication will mostly be situated to the 

technological level of analysis.  

                                                           
1
 “includes, for example, status relationship among the participants, roles and games that people play, norms of the society or 

group, and the friendliness, or gravity of the situation” DeVito, J. A. op cit, p18 
2
 Fillmore, C.J. (1979) On fluency. In Language ability and language behavior, New York: Academic Press, p85-101 

3 Ibidem, p19 
4
 DeVito, J. A. op cit, p19 



9 

 

Each level of analysis with their correspondents elements are summarized in the next table, 

representing the analytical framework that will be applied to EU policies of lifelong learning. Applying this 

analytical framework, the next section is an endeavour to understand where, what elements and what 

level of communication represent the focus of the EU lifelong learning policies.  

 

Fig. 2. Table summarizing the analytical framework. 

Resource: personal construction 

 

Communication:  
Levels of analysis 

Communication  
elements: 

 

Intrapersonal level 
(focus on the individual’s inputting and 
processing information) 

 

 

Message  
(as input - speaking, writing, listening, seeing, touching, smelling, tasting) 
 

Noise  
(everything within the individual/internal, that interferes with message reception) 
 

Effects 
(the impact of communication at a personal level)  
 

Ethics 
(as related to the personal values) 
 

 

Interpersonal level 
(the system between two persons 
communicating) 
 

 

Relationship 
(the connection and the interactions between the two persons – types of 
relationship, expectations, interpersonal rules ) 
 

Message  
(as interaction with the other –the way a person performs the language in concrete 
situations) 
 

Channel 
(in face to face communication – vocal-auditory, gestural-visual, chemical-
olfactory)  
 

Noise 
(anything external that interferes with message reception) 
 

Context 
(communication environment – physical, temporal, cultural, social-psychological, 
cultural context) 
 

 

Technological level 
(equipment, apparatus, and/or the 
formalized “programs” for generating, 
storing, processing, translating, 
distributing, or displaying data) 

 

 

Channel 
(in mediated communication – all types of technologies/software meant for 
communication)  
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2. Policy analysis 

 

The analysis of the EU policy papers on lifelong learning includes three official documents: the first one, 

Key Competences for Lifelong Learning is prescriptive and deals with the identification and discussion of 
the essential competences recommended as a framework to be implemented by all the EU Member 

States; the other two are EU official reports containing the measurement of the progress of the EU 
members, candidate or associated countries towards the recommended objectives, including their 

progress towards the implementation of the key competences. 
  

One of the most important policy papers addressing the key competences for lifelong learning in 

the European area is Key Competences for Lifelong Learning – An European Framework, released in 2005 

as an annex of Recommendation of the European Parliament and of the Council and published as a 

separate framework1 in 2007. This policy identifies, defines and presents eight key competences 

proposed as commonly agreed objectives for future action in the European area. Moreover, the Key 

Competences document was designed as a reference tool for policy-makers, education providers, 

employers and learners and represents a milestone in policy documents approaching competences issue. 

Based on this framework, key competences are defined as:  

 

“a combination of knowledge, skills and attitudes appropriate to the context. Key 

competences are those which all individuals need for personal fulfilment and 
development, active citizenship, social inclusion and employment.”2  

 

According to the definition, key competences represent the synergy between knowledge, skills 

and attitudes and they are needed to support the individual in three distinctive areas: personal fulfilment 

and development referring to personal life, active citizenship and social inclusion addressing the social 

dimension of the individual and employment dedicated to professional/work dimension. These three 

areas will be included also in the analytical framework in order to broaden the understanding of the 

communication process by connecting it with its contribution to these areas, as follows from the EU 

policy. Out of the eight key competences, four of them can be related to the communication process and 

each of them is discussed below applying the analytical framework defined in the first section: 

communication in the mother tongue, communication in foreign languages, digital competences, and 

interpersonal, intercultural and social competences.  

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 Commission of the European Communities. (2007), Key competences for lifelong learning, Brussels, 

http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/publ/pdf/ll-learning/keycomp_en.pdf, 30th November, 2011, 18.50. 
2
 Ibidem, p13 

http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/publ/pdf/ll-learning/keycomp_en.pdf
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2.1 Communication in the mother tongue  

Communication in the mother tongue emphasizes the importance of verbal and written 

communication, as the next definition shows: 

 

 “the ability to express and interpret concepts, thoughts, feelings, facts and opinions in 

both oral and written form (listening, speaking, reading, and writing), and to interact 
linguistically in an appropriate way in the full range of societal and cultural context – 

education and training, work, home and leisure.”1 

 

Firstly, the definition seems to address communication mainly at the interpersonal level where 

the priorities are the ability to express oneself, and to interact linguistically by taking the context into 

consideration. The necessary knowledge, skills and attitudes to carry out the communication process in 

the mother tongue are converging towards the interpersonal level, pointing out the importance of the 

message and channel (linguistic competences: grammar, vocabulary but also the performance of the 

language in concrete situations) and of the context.  

 

 “Communication in the mother tongue requires an individual to have knowledge of vocabulary, 

functional grammar and the functions of language. It includes an awareness of the main types of 

verbal interaction, a range of literary and non-literary texts, the main features of different styles 
and registers of language, and the variability of language and communication in different 

contexts.  
 
Individuals should have the skills to communicate both orally and in writing in a variety of 

communicative situations and to monitor and adapt their own communication to the 
requirements of the situation.”2  

 

But secondly, through the attitudes the document identifies, attention is also given to 

intrapersonal level, where certain values are promoted for a lifelong learner3: “disposition to critical and 

constructive dialogue”, “appreciation of aesthetic qualities”. Moreover, the issue of the effects and ethics 

is also raised through how a positive attitude toward communication implies: “awareness of the impact of 

language on others and a need to understand and use language in a positive and socially responsible 

manner”.4 

     

 

 

                                                           
1
 Ibidem, p4 

2
 Ibidem, p14 

3
 appreciation of aesthetic qualities, disposition to critical and constructive dialogue, willingness to strive for them, interest in 

interaction with others 
4
 Ibidem, p4 
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2.2 Communication in a foreign language  

Communication in a foreign language shares the same knowledge, skills and attitudes of 

communication than in the mother tongue, having in common the special interest for verbal and written 

messages (linguistic competences and performing the language in different contexts) but with a stronger 

emphasis on context (cultural context mainly -“knowledge of societal conventions, and the cultural aspect 

and variability of languages is important”1) and a slightly different focus concerning personal values 

(appreciation of cultural diversity, interest and curiosity in languages and intercultural communication2).  

The elements of the communication process that have been discussed through the 

communication in the mother tongue and communication in a foreign language are the message, the 

channel  and the context at the interpersonal level and the person’s (as a source-receiver) attitudes and 

communication effects and ethics at the intrapersonal level.  

 

2.3 Digital competences 

In digital competences, the communication process is addressed from a technological 

perspective, emphasizing the importance of the channel, responsible for storage, processing, transfer or 

sharing of information blocks:   

 

“Digital competence involves the confident and critical use of Information Society Technology 

(IST) for work, leisure and communication. It is underpinned by basic skills in ICT: the use of 
computers to retrieve, assess, store, produce, present and exchange information, and to 

communicate and participate in collaborative networks via the Internet.”3      

However, the attitudes required by the digital competences refer also to the individual’s interest 

in engaging in communities and networks for cultural, social and professional purposes. This requirement 

states that, in order to support mediated social interaction, certain values should be cultivated in lifelong 

learners. In conclusion, in the analyzed document, digital competences address not only the channel as a 

communication element, but also the person as the shelter of values promoting the usage of digital 

technologies.  

 

2.4 Interpersonal, intercultural and social competences  

Within this category of competences, the presence of communication and its elements is mostly 

implicit in the definition and becomes explicit in the presentation of the skills and attitudes. According to 

the definition, interpersonal, intercultural and social competences cover: “all forms of behaviour that 

                                                           
1
 Ibidem, p5 

2
 Idem. 

3
 Ibidem, p16 
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equip individuals to participate in an effective and constructive way in social and working life, and 

particularly in increasingly diverse societies, and to resolve conflicts where necessary.”1 In the knowledge 

that is required to support these competences, none of the communication element is present. However, 

the skills include a few references to the communication process: “the ability to communicate 

constructively in different environments”, “express and understand different viewpoints” while the 

attitudes refer to individuals’ interest in “intercultural communication”.  

In addition, communication, understood as a general form of expression is mentioned in the 

presentation of other key competences, from mathematical competence and basic competences in 

science and technology to learning to learn, entrepreneurship or cultural awareness and expression. But, 

it can be observed that in these cases, “communication” loses its status of “competence” and it is 

referred to as a skill. Therefore, it can be assumed that in certain contexts (science research, visual forms 

of expression for example), communication is rather considered a practical activity where the presence of 

“knowledge” is not mandatory for performance. 

The quantitative analysis of the number of references for each communication element 

addressed in Key Competences stresses the focus of the document on the message and its accuracy, 

channel with its specific in writing, speaking, reading and listening, the appropriateness of the context at 

an interpersonal level and source-receiver (person) through his/her values that create positive attitudes 

in supporting key competences, at the intrapersonal level and, respectively on the channel at the 

technological level. The results of the quantitative analysis are depicted in the graphic below.  

 

Fig.3 Graphic representation of the number of references for each communication element 

in Key Competences for Lifelong Learning – A European Reference Framework. Resource: personal construction 

 

                                                           
1
 Ibidem, p9 
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From a quantitative point of view, the interpersonal level is mostly present in the document, with 

42 references, followed by the intrapersonal level (13 references out of which 10 come from the attitude 

dimension related with individual’s values) and technological level (6 references). The differences 

between the number of references regarding the personal, social and professional dimensions is not 

significant though.1  

However, the approach and the space given to competences related to communication in Key 

Competences, at the prescriptive level, is significantly different from what communication and 

communication competences are considered in the EU progress reports for 2007-2009 and the 

comparative report 2000-2009.  

First, Key competences for a changing world (2009)2 presenting the progress report of the 

Council and the Commission focuses on the implementation of the key competences as they were 

identified in the European framework. The report Key competences for a changing world omits to address 

the progress toward communication in the mother tongue and communication in foreign languages 

although the practical application for other key competences had been assessed and described in the 

text. Moreover, the key competences that entailed a communication dimension (e.g. digital competences, 

social competences) are evaluated in terms of practical steps made for their implementation (e.g. 

equipping schools with new technology, introducing the key competences into the curriculums) while the 

transformation of the learners as a person (measurement of the level of attitudes) or the level of 

acquirement of the communication competences did not represent a benchmark for the report. The only 

exception is literacy, which is part of the communication process (reading and writing) and has been 

stressed in several sections of the report as a major source of concern.  

“A good level of literacy is the basis for the acquisition of key competences and for lifelong 
learning and thus needs to be ensured from the earliest age. Therefore a continuing major 

source of concern is the deteriorating performance in reading skills compared to the 2010 EU 
benchmark. While the EU benchmark for 2010 is to reduce by 20% the percentage of low-

achieving 15-years old in reading literacy, this share has actually increased from 21.3% in 2000 

to 24.1% in 2006.” 3          

Second, the results of the Progress towards the Common European Objectives in Education and 

Training 4 has a similar strong focus on literacy (reading) but it adds on to discussion the language and 

                                                           
1 Personal dimension has 4 references when it refers to communication competences, social dimension 6 and professional 
dimension recorded 7 references;   
2 Commission of the European Communities. (2009), Key competences for a changing world, Brussels, http://eur-
lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2009:0640:FIN:EN:PDF, 30th November, 2011, 18.50. 
3 Ibidem, p5 
4 Commission of the European Communities, (2009), Progress Towards the Common European objectives in education and training , 
http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/doc/report10/report_en.pdf , 30th November, 2011, 18.55. The report 
provides a comparative analysis of the performance of education systems from member states, candidate countries and associated 
countries from 2000 to 2009.  

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2009:0640:FIN:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2009:0640:FIN:EN:PDF
http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/doc/report10/report_en.pdf
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intercultural competences. Although the section referring to achievement of the key competences carries 

the name “Key Competence”, reading, mathematics, science and languages are designed using the term 

“skills” which reflects that these are envisioned by the European Commission officials more related to 

performance than a mix of knowledge, skills and attitudes. Moreover, their assessment is not considering 

the three layers of competences as they were defined in Key Competences for Lifelong Learning which is 

the reference point for the reports, but to the presence or the absence of the indicators. What were 

measured are strictly quantitative indicators, comparing national results and depicting indicators like PISA 

scores, the number of languages that pupils have in the curricula, the percentage of population that 

reported to have knowledge about a foreign language etc.  

In terms of correlating the key competences related to communication area with their 

contribution to personal, professional and work life, the two reports do not provide any explicit 

references. However, in the case of the ICT skills only, Progress Towards the Common European 

Objectives states that the role of the education is to reduce the mismatch between the available skills 

and the demand of the labour market: "Europeans' level of computer skills, even though increasing, is 

still low compared to the requirements of the labour market. Education and training system have a key 

role in reducing this mismatch."1  

Using the analytical framework defined in the first section, the table below summarizes 

separately the points of discussion for the two categories of analyzed documents. The next section brings 

these finding into a broader context trying to explain the mismatches between the prescriptive and the 

report documents, but also between the theoretical level of communication and the practice of 

communication in the EU lifelong learning policy.  

 

Fig. 4. Table summarizing the findings of the analysis. 

Resource: personal construction 

Prescriptive policy Policy Reports 

Level of analysis: intrapersonal, interpersonal, 

technological level 

Level of analysis: interpersonal and 

technological level 

Communication elements: channel, source-

receiver (person), message, context, ethics, effects 

Communication elements: message and 

channel (both mentioned through literacy) 

Dimensions referred to: personal, social, 

professional (expressed explicitly) 

Dimensions referred to: professional/work 

(expressed implicitly) 

     

                                                           
1
 Commission of the European Communities, (2009), Progress Towards the Common European objectives in education and training 

, http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/doc/report10/report_en.pdf, 30th November, 2011, 18.55.  

http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-learning-policy/doc/report10/report_en.pdf
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3. Discussion 

 

This section brings into discussion the approaches to communication at three different levels: the 

theoretical level describing the flow of communication as a process and its correspondent elements; the 
EU prescriptive policy level identifying and recommending communication-related competences for 

lifelong learning, and the EU policy level that evaluates the performance of the member states regarding 
the competences. 

 

Communication can be discussed from diverse points of view, from theory and research to the 

application level. I agree that different levels of communication are often not comparable, as each level 

has its specificity, its angle, its focus on particular aspects of the complex process of communication.  

And, despite this, next I am going to proceed to a discussion about communication and 

communication competences based on the comparison of different levels that tackle the issue of 

communication. Because, learning from communication theory may be a way to improve communication 

competences in everyday life, discussing lifelong learning policy level based on the communication 

research may generate ideas about how communication could be better addressed in policy and then 

assessed in the field of implementation. Hence, having in mind the limitations of comparing different 

levels of approaching communication, this comparison may reveal insights for improvement for policy 

level. 

The first difference between communication theory and EU policy level is the fragmentation and 

specialization of the communication process at the policy level. Thus, in the analyzed policy documents, 

communication is not seen as a whole process, as a flow, but it is fragmented into its elements, for each 

element or for a cluster of them corresponding different key competences: for example, digital 

competences are addressing specifically the channel and the person, communication in a foreign 

language covers especially the message (vocabulary and grammar), the channel (writing, reading, 

listening) and the context (in what situation the communication takes place). Going beyond the policy, in 

formal learning, these competences are studied particularly in separated subjects (digital competences 

are strengthen in informatics and information technology (ICT), communication competences in a foreign 

language are addressed mainly in foreign language studies, communication in the mother tongue is part 

of the curriculum as a distinctive subject, which points out a certain degree of specialization. Although 

more than one study subject may focus on the same communication competences, a subject that 

addresses communication as a whole does not exists. Communication competences as such do not exist 

at the policy level, but they are broken down in categories, as communication in the mother tongue, 

communication in foreign languages, digital competences, etc. 

From the communication elements, the ones that are addressed are the channel, the source-

receiver (person), the message, the context, the ethics and the effects, being given different importance, 
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as it was seen. Therefore, those elements omitted are the noise that can interfere with what is being 

communicated and the relationship itself. Moreover, ignored and with no communication competences 

attached at the policy level are, firstly, non-verbal communication (message element), pointing out that 

the body was disregarded as participating in the communication process and; secondly, listening.  

Although listening is mentioned in the text several times, at the policy level, listening entails 

understanding the message in terms of vocabulary, getting the meaning carried out through the message 

and being able to respond to it. Based on this meaning, listening is assessed in the mother language or 

foreign languages based on hearing a message and being able to explain and/or discuss the meaning of 

it. However, listening competences at a theoretical level entails hearing, receiving, understanding, 

remembering, evaluating and responding1. The difference between listening at the two levels is 

significant, as the first meaning is directed towards “communicate with”, when the person is focused on 

answering while the second meaning is directed towards “being communicated”, when the emphasis is 

on facilitating your listening. However, both are equally important in the communication.  

 

“As a result of the sort of education and training in communication that has been available, it 

seems natural for us to think in terms of how-to-communicate rather than how-to-be-
communicated-with. Yet the one is no more important than the other. The ability to be 

communicated-with is just as important to personal or professional competence as is the ability 

to communicate-to others. Perhaps more so.”2   
   

At this point, one question may be raised for further research on the topic of communication 

competences addressed in the EU lifelong learning policies: what are the effects on the individual by 

approaching communication and communication competences in a fragmented, specialized manner? 

Would be a holistic approach to communication, one framed as a distinct study subject, more effective 

for improving the communication competences of the individual?  

Second, discussing the mismatches between communication competences in Key Competences 

for lifelong learning vs. Progress Towards the Common European Objectives and Key competences for a 

changing world is easy to assume that the gap between what it is recommended and what it is assessed 

by the EU reports is created by the nature of the two documents (prescriptive vs. evaluation report). Key 

Competences for lifelong learning is a prescriptive document identifying and presenting recommendations 

about the key competences to be cultivated through lifelong learning. Therefore, this document describes 

all the desirable key competences. On the other hand, Progress Towards the Common European 

Objectives and Key competences for a changing world measures member states actual performance in 

                                                           
1
 Based on listening definition of 1 DeVito, J. A. op cit, p70 

2
 Thayer, L. (1986) Communication and communication systems. In organization, management and interpersonal relations, London: 

University Press of America, p56 
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regard to key competences, based on defined benchmarks, on threshold standards that need to be met. 

The little importance offered to communication-related competences in the evaluation reports shows that 

from the key competences related to communication, only literacy and digital competences are seen as 

part of the threshold standards. Literacy and digital competences represent a priority while the others are 

not. Consequently, all the others communication-related competences remain in the sphere of desirable 

but not mandatory competences, therefore they are not measured in the report.  

In this context, when the performance of the member states is evaluated using threshold criteria, 

the only way for the EU policy to push all the key competences towards implementation would be to raise 

the threshold criteria and include all the recommended competences. 

 

4. Conclusion 

 

Communication and communication competences affect the quality of individual’s life, from 

personal, to professional or social life. In the field of communication theory and research, the importance 

of communication has been recognized as it was shown in the introduction of this paper. Analyzing three 

of the EU policy documents in lifelong learning, this paper inquired what the status of the communication 

competences is at the EU policy level: identifying the promoted competences addressing the 

communication process; discussing the elements of the communication process that these elements 

approach; and questioning the importance given to each element. Based on the discussion, at the 

prescriptive level of the EU policy, the competences related to communication cover most of the elements 

of the communication process, relationship and non-verbal communication as part of the message and 

channel elements being the only exceptions in this regard. However, the communication competences 

delineated in the analyzed policy documents reflect the fragmentation of the communication process 

which might represent a threat in seeing the wholeness of the communication process with drawbacks on 

the communication effectiveness. Lifelong learners, through the communication competences that are 

promoted at the policy level are rather encouraged to “communicate with” rather than “being 

communicated. In the era of communication, “being communicated” should be equally promoted for an 

active listening of the enormous communication flow that people are exposed to.” Within the policy level, 

it was concluded that literacy and digital competences are strongly stressed, being seen as mandatory 

basic competences for lifelong learning.    
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