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Executive Summary 
 

The Plumbing Industry Commission has begun consultation and exploration into a 
framework for continuous professional development (CPD) within the Victorian plumbing 
industry.  This report represents the first stage of this project and reviews current trends 
and structures of CPD programs in various industries. 

CPD Overview  
The number of CPD programs has grown in the last two decades across industries.  CPD 
relates not only to the successful completion of accredited qualifications, but also 
incorporates short, industry specific training and broader development activities that 
involve self directed development and work-based learning.  Development no longer 
focuses solely on technical knowledge and skills, but also refers to broadening attitudes 
and personal qualities, leadership, communication and protecting the community, to 
name just a few. 

As organisations and employers increasingly adopt CPD programs, there has also been a 
realisation that the individual learner must take on greater responsibility in managing 
their learning opportunities.  Key concepts of CPD include: 

• individuals are responsible for their own learning and development, 
• it is based upon and feeds back into practice, 
• employers need to create optimal environments for CPD , and 
• learning and development can be derived from an extremely wide and 

diverse range of both formal and informal activities.1 

In the last decade, greater attention has been paid to adult learning as more adults take 
part in some form of learning during their working life.  Many studies and CPD programs 
suggest that learning is more 
sustained when it meets an 
identified and existing need and is 
reinforced through practice.2  The 
NZ Plumbers, Gasfitters and 
Drainlayers’ Board suggest in their 
CPD Provider documentation that, 
‘... most plumbers, gasfitters and 
drainlayers are kinaesthetic learners 
who like hands on training’3 and 
‘discussion amongst respected 

                                            
 
1 Martin, J.2006, ‘The challenge of introducing continuous professional development for paramedics,’ Journal 
of Emergency Primary Health Care, Vol. 4, Issue 2. 
2 Mazmanian, P. E. Davis, D.A. 2002, ‘Continuing medical education and the physician as a learner: guide to 
the evidence’, JAMA, vol. 288, pp.1057-60. 
3 NZ PGD Board, ‘Course Development Guide: For Training Providers of CPD,’ 
http://www.pgdb.co.nz/Trade/Plumbing/CPD.html (2 Jun. 2010) 
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peers’.  They also warn against providing only one-way communication or visual, 
requiring reading and writing.  Past research supports the view that professionals tend to 
learn more from discussions with colleagues and experience than through formal 
classroom training.4  However, studies have also shown that although many CPD schemes 
have demonstrated changes in behaviour, there is no single strategy that is effective for 
all settings and situations.5   

Most CPD programs have as their stated goals the maintenance or extension of skills and 
knowledge, understanding technology, awareness of legislation/regulation, professional 
standards and sector specific competencies.  Some CPD programs extend their goals 
beyond the individual practitioner capabilities or career management to other 
stakeholders including the community, customers and safer working environments.  
Additionally, CPD programs in some industries also change focus from time to time in 
order to respond to identified risks or market concerns that have been raised by 
stakeholders.  The ability to use CPD for this purpose is an important response for an 
effective marketplace.  Additionally, CPD also demonstrates industry commitment to 
maintaining and improving standards.  This formal and visible commitment through CPD, 
is all the more important as customers are more informed, have greater access to 
industry information and have increasing expectations from industry. 

CPD Program Elements 

CPD programs generally take an all-inclusive approach when it comes to who is included 
in the program.  They generally include all sectors as well as part-time and retired 
workers.  Since many CPD programs have goals that reflect on health and safety, 
consumer protection and community protection, it becomes tenuous to exempt some 
sectors while including other.   

With respect to managing a CPD program, a mandatory requirement offers obvious 
benefits, such as commitment, economies of scale, a definable market size for providers 
to plan activities, and a greater ability to project resource requirements.  However, it 
would be misleading to suggest that a mandatory system is required for a successful CPD 
program. Voluntary CPD programs reviewed in detail have a range of 25% - 80% take-up. 

Two themes emerge from literature and interviews of voluntary CPD programs: 

• those industries and job roles that have substantial ongoing changes to their 
function, regulation or environment, generally need updated information and are 
more inclined to take on CPD as a natural part of their career 

• where there are CPD activities that are perceived as relevant to the practitioners 
specific role, there is a greater likelihood of voluntary take-up of CPD 

Most CPD programs have gradually moved to a relatively consistent point system that 
equates 1 hour of activity to 1 point in the CPD program.  There are a few CPD programs 
that have a weighted point system or different targets depending upon the number of 
licences, however, these are in the minority. 
                                            
 
4 Cavanaugh, S.H. 1993. Educating professionals: Responding to new expectations for competence and 
accountability, Jossey Bass Publishers, San Francisco, pp. 107-125 
5 Oxman, A.D. Thomson, M.A. Davis, D.A. Haynes, R.B. 1995. ‘No magic bullets: a systematic review of 102 
trials of interventions to improve professional practice’, CMAJ, vol. 153, pp.1423-31 
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CPD program target hours are most often either an annual requirement or a triennial 
requirement.  The tendency is to use a target period that matches with the registration 
requirements for the association or regulator managing the program.  Most triennial CPD 
programs reporting tend to offer suggested or mandated annual targets within the 
triennium in order to keep practitioners on track. 

The vast majority of CPD programs provide strong direction on the categories. These may 
include technical or licence related competencies, business & management skills, 
sustainability, risk management, legal responsibilities, to name just a few.   

Most CPD programs allow a wide range of CPD activities that allow some interpretation.  
The main reasons for a broad range of CPD activities include: 

• practice will change over time; 
• there are areas of ‘potential practice’ that a practitioner does not 

ordinarily do, but which is expected of them; 
• there are areas of practice than an individual practitioner may be unaware 

of; and 
• customer expectations.6 

However, where the CPD programs are too broad participants tend to lose faith in its 
value and are frustrated in deciphering what activities ‘count and which do not’.  Some 
research out of the UK even refers to the unintentional increase in ‘dubious’ reporting 
that occurs within CPD programs that do not provide enough categorical direction.7   

To this end, almost every CPD program provides some guidance on categories along with 
some form of required target for categories.  Broadly speaking, most CPD programs 
distinguish between two categories:  technical and non-technical CPD activities.  Whilst 
the technical categories are industry specific and somewhat more obvious, the non-
technical categories range across a broad selection that most often reflects current 
industry challenges and identified needs. 

In general, the activities or topics that are specifically excluded from CPD activities are 
the passive activities and routine job functions.  Some examples are: 

• Routine performance as part of your employment, unless you can ‘...demonstrate 
how the activity contributed to your knowledge, skill or judgement and how it 
was acquired.’ [Engineers Australia] 

• Renewal of membership 
• Good compliance history 
• Subscription to industry magazine 

• Mentoring of apprentice or trainee 

Most programs have a committee at the board level or a specified committee to review 
the direction and categories of a CPD program.  The make-up of this group obviously 
needs to represent the various sectors of the industry as well as various levels from 
practitioners to regulators.   

                                            
 
6 Melnick D. Asch D, Blackmore D, Klass D, Norcini J. 2002 ‘Conceptual challenges in tailoring physician 
performance assessment to individual practice, Medical Education, vol. 36, pp. 931 
7 Talyor, N. 1996. ‘Professionalism and Monitoring CPD: Kafka revisited,’ Planning Practice and Research, vol 
11, no. 4, pp. 379-389. 
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Although the categories may be specified for a particular program, the format of how the 
activity may be structured ranges from formal classroom delivery, seminars and more 
informal activities such as workshops to discussion groups, conferences, committee work, 
relevant reading and mentoring.  This variety of formats tends to offer greater access 
and interest across participants who have different learning styles and situational 
barriers.  In fact, many programs leave open the opportunity for other formats as long as 
they meet certain requirements.  CPD programs that have many years experience, tend 
to have caps or maximum points/hours allowed for particular formats of CPD activities.  
Comments from CPD managers suggest this is intended to manage formats where it is 
easier for practitioners to ‘stretch’ their hours.   

For most CPD programs, the challenge is communicating to participants the variety of 
ways in which CPD points can be accumulated through different formats.   

While workforce development is trending from external delivery to individual and work-
based learning, this has opened up opportunities for greater use of computers and the 
internet for CPD activities.  Despite these advantages, not all practitioners are computer 
literate or prefer learning independently sitting at a desk.  Surveys conducted with 
drainlayers in NZ in 2006 also point to low computer access in regional areas and low 
computer literacy. More encouragingly, on-line registration has gone from 20% 2009 to 
46-48% this 2010 year. 

CPD programs typically spend a great deal of effort in managing the quality of activities 
that attract points to ensure that they are appropriate and valid.  There are two general 
approaches:  monitoring the CPD provider or monitoring the practitioner’s declaration of 
points. 

 Provider Control Practitioner Control 

Pre-Activity 
Control 

 
CPD administrator 
coordinates CPD 

activities 

   

   
Providers must be 
accredited with 

CPD administrator 

  

 
 

Post 
Activity 
Control 

   
Practitioner 

provides 
declaration and 
documentation 

 

    
Practitioner simply 
makes declaration 

 
 

Where the CPD administrator accredits providers or manages CPD activities in-house, this 
certainly allows for direct, hands-on control of CPD activities within the industry.  There 
is also a greater possibility for points to be recorded centrally by the administrator of the 
CPD program, thereby lessening the responsibility of the practitioner to keep track of 
their own points.  However, experience has shown that directly managing providers can 
make it difficult to create enough activities to meet all practitioner needs.  Some suggest 
that controlling the provision of CPD activities creates barriers for smaller providers, 
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innovative delivery especially for specialist needs, and focuses on formal delivery that 
shows enough profit to fit a business model of a provider. 

The alternative approach to managing quality is through practitioner control.  This 
requires the individual practitioner to make a declaration of their CPD points at the 
required renewal period (e.g. registration).  Managing the quality of CPD activities 
claimed by practitioners usually takes the form of an audit, whereby the administrator 
ensures that the points claimed are valid and appropriate.   

It would appear from the various interviews and cases reviewed in this report, that CPD 
programs have a tendency to move towards practitioner control over time.  Practitioner 
controls tend to make the practitioner more responsible for finding appropriate CPD 
activities – formal or informal.  Notwithstanding, there are challenges in this approach.  
There is a greater burden of time spent by the practitioner in locating appropriate 
activities and reporting in appropriate detail. 

Most reporting formats suggested include logbooks, professional diary, excel spreadsheet, 
and booklets.  Usually the programs offer templates and examples.  Many CPD programs 
have and are planning to have on-line recording tools.  On-line tracking is currently in use 
by: 

• Law Institute of Victoria 
• Dental Board of Australia 
• Engineering Board of Australia 
• Chartered Profession of Accountants 
• NZ Plumbers, Gasfitters and Drainlayers 

The usage of on-line tracking of CPD points varies significantly and is greatly influenced 
by how much the program managers push the on-line system and whether the program is 
mandatory. 

The majority of audit information is on the topic of practitioner audits from programs 
with a long history of CPD.  Practitioner audits range from 2.5% to 10% per annum – this is 
an average, as some programs may not conduct audits every year.  The timing of audits 
varies between industries.  At times it is closely linked to the registration period, 
whereby a certain number of audits are carried out soon after the registration reporting 
period. 

Some CPD programs will audit every year during a set number of months or in an on-going 
basis, regardless of registration periods.  On-going audits are more common in programs 
with large numbers of practitioners.  Administratively, this allows some continuity in 
staffing for auditing purposes.  This is an important point, as the auditing role is often 
challenging to manage especially where there are a number of specialist streams within 
an industry.   

Program managers report that the majority of audits pass when they are first received 
(e.g. a range of 70-91% across industries).  For those that are non-compliant, the 
majority of reasons are: 

• records are not detailed enough 
• they don’t have all the categories required 
• request additional information on what CPD activities comply 



Professional Development: 
Industries Perspective 

                                
 

Page | vi  
 

The number of practitioners that are severely non-compliant is typically small (e.g. 10-20 
in a year).  For those who are severely non-compliant, CPD programs usually require 
attendance at a Board committee, disciplinary committee or receive a call from one of 
these committees.  Typically, most are resolved with an explanation of the reasons.  
Where the non-compliance is not resolved, the issue may result in a loss of license or 
downgraded status. 

The challenges for CPD program managers typically include: explaining the reasons 
behind the program and why the administrator is doing so; building awareness of the 
activities and how to accumulate points; building up the number of quality and relevant 
events for all members; providing activities that work into practitioners’ busy schedule; 
and meeting the needs of remote and regional members. 

The Next Step 

By enhancing and supporting a lifelong culture of learning, the PIC will help ensure that 
practitioners continue to enhance skills, respond to changing environment and 
demonstrate industry commitment to maintain and improve industry standards.  

However, if an effective and value-adding CPD program is envisaged for the Victorian 
plumbing industry, it must be appropriately structured and ultimately meet the goals it is 
intended to address.   

This research informs the next stage of the project which involves consultation with 
plumbing industry stakeholders to explore and devise a possible CPD framework for the 
Victorian plumbing industry. 

  




