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Executive Summary 

 

The plumbing industry across Australia has long considered the possibility of some form 
of Continuous Professional Development (CPD) to support plumbers’ in the industry.  To 
this end, the Plumbing Industry Commission of Victoria (PIC) has commissioned this 
research to explore how a continuous professional development program might be 
framed for the Victorian plumbing industry.   

The aim of this project is to provide the CPD program with goals and principles reflecting 
industry views.  This will then provide a strong basis to develop a detailed policy for a 
Victorian plumbers’ CPD program. 

Extensive consultation underpins the findings within this report.  Focus groups with 
plumbers were conducted to highlight practitioner concerns and points of view.  These 
focus groups informed an extensive survey that collected views from plumbers across 
Victoria from every category of registration (See Appendix 2 - Overview of Statistical 
Analysis on Survey).  In-depth interviews were also conducted with Victorian plumbing 
stakeholders representing plumbing industry associations, the plumbing regulator, 
unions, plumbing training organisations and industry advisors.  Conscious that other 
States and Territories engage regularly with the PIC, all interstate plumbing regulators 
and associations were also interviewed on their views with respect to goals and principles 
for a plumbers’ CPD program (See Appendix 1 – In-depth Interview List). 

 

Industry Drivers for CPD 

Many of the state regulators, plumbing associations and union believe there has been a 
dramatic transformation in the technical side of the industry presenting challenges in 
regulatory and manufacturer oversight of competent installation of new products.  The 
changing nature of the 
plumbing industry is not lost 
on practitioners.  78% of all 
practitioners feel there has 
been a great deal of change 
in the industry – and that it 
will only get faster in the 
future.  Other key areas of 
change within the industry 
that plumbers and 
stakeholders commented on 
included the emergence of 
green plumbing and 
sustainable practices. 

 

Many plumbing associations and state regulators also highlight the increase in community 
expectations.  Despite this challenge, many interviewees noted the opportunity for 
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plumbers to take on an advisory or consultancy role with customers especially in areas of 
water conservation and green plumbing.   

Over two-thirds of Victorian plumbers ‘strongly agree’ that plumbers have to keep up to 
date because of their licensed trade status.  However, only 29% felt that ‘experience’ 
in the trade was sufficient in keeping up to date, suggesting that other forms of learning 
are necessary to maintain currency. 

Critical to the decision on developing a CPD program for Victorian plumbers is whether 
plumbers support such a program and whether they believe it will make a difference.   

Plumbers across Victoria were asked, without qualification, whether they ‘support a 
professional development program for plumbers in Victoria’.  Overwhelmingly, plumbers 
in Victoria support the concept of a professional development program.  48% of plumbers 
‘strongly support’ the idea of a CPD program, and overall, 74% support it to some 
degree (i.e. choices 4 & 5 in graph below).  This compares to 13% who oppose the idea 
(i.e. choices 1 & 2), with another 13% in the middle. 

 

 
Chart 1 - Rating support for a professional development program 

 

This view is relatively uniform across the trade.  There was no significant difference by 
age, regionality (i.e. population size where plumbers live) or between registered and 
licensed plumbers. 

The majority of plumbers feel that a CPD program would have an important impact on: 

• protecting the health of the community  

• reputation of the plumbing industry 

• the ability of plumbers to move into different areas of plumbing, and 

• an impact on their career 
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Goals of a Plumbing CPD Program 

If a CPD program is developed for the Victorian Plumbing market, there must be a clear 
statement of what it hopes to achieve.  In essence, why should we have a CPD program? 

There were consistent themes on goals from regulators and plumbing associations from 
each State, along with views from union representatives, RTO managers and Victorian 
stakeholders on the Plumbing Industry Advisory Board.  They included: 

• keeping up with changing technology 

• maintaining awareness of changing regulations and legislation 

• improving standards and professionalism in the trade 

• protecting the community health 

 

The views from plumbing associations, regulators, RTOs, Water Boards were very 
consistent in their opinion that all plumbers should be included in a CPD program if 
one was initiated, regardless of registration categories.  For many, it was difficult to 
distinguish which groups should be left out of a CPD program if the goals were to be 
achieved.  Plumbers in forums and surveys also largely supported this view, with few 
putting arguments forward why one sector should not be involved in a CPD program – 
most concerns from plumbers focused on the structure of the program. 

 

Subject Matter 

Most industry participants would agree on the importance of letting practitioners 
choose their own CPD activities.  However, plumbers and interviews with industry 
groups highlighted the need to specify categories of learning activities to ensure the 
industry has balanced capabilities and is able to respond to changes within the industry. 

Plumbers were very comfortable in describing learning needs in categories of technical 
and non-technical areas.   

Currently, 41% of plumbers experience difficulty in finding technical learning 
opportunities.  The lack of information is the most critical challenge in finding 
technical professional development (PD) – larger than finding time, access or cost. 

Plumbers are very conscious of the importance of strong skills in non-technical areas such 
as business management, quoting, running a team, dealing with customers, etc.  Roughly 
two-thirds of all Victorian plumbers feel these skills are ‘very important’ and only 2% feel 
they are ‘not important at all’.  At present, 37% of Victorian plumbers experience 
difficulty in taking on non-technical learning opportunities.  Most comments suggest that 
time, cost and distance play more of a challenge in non-technical aspects than finding 
information (as is the case with technical PD activities). 

Plumbers are very worried that a CPD program may try to push them into learning 
activities that don’t interest them or are not suitable for their area of work.  Although 
there are professional development needs that a practitioner may not be aware of, the 
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success or failure of a CPD program will be judged on practitioners finding professional 
development (PD) that relates to their interest and needs.   

Despite the overwhelming support for user choice, industry representatives and 
regulators resoundingly suggested that CPD should improve regulatory understanding.  
Many feel plumbing practitioners are struggling to keep abreast of amendments, 
regulatory changes and scope of practice.  With the heightened pace of change and the 
impending national licensing scheme, many feel this issue will only become more acute 
and therefore requires a more directed approach. 

A plumbers’ CPD program will be greatly enhanced by maintaining a common point 
structure with other CPD programs to allow cross-over.  This is important for common 
learning activities, and to ensure efficiencies for practitioners involved in more than one 
CPD program (e.g. a plumber who is also a registered builder or hydraulic consultant). 

 

Challenges for Plumbers in Taking Up CPD Activities 

Only fifty percent of Victorian plumbers feel that there are sufficient professional 
development activities available currently.  The other half of plumbers are unsure what 
is available or feel there is not enough.   

If a CPD program was introduced to Victorian plumbers, there are a number of perceived 
challenges that must be acknowledged in order to gain support from practitioners and 
industry representatives.  Victorian plumbers perceive the following as challenges in 
taking up CPD activities: 

 

 
Chart 2 - Top challenges in taking up professional development activities 
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Some interviewees feel that there will be resistance to the concept of CPD from older 
plumbers.  However, survey results reveal that older plumbers are no different from 
younger plumbers in their support of CPD for the Victorian market.  Older plumbers have 
witnessed great change within the plumbing industry and feel that the industry is 
changing at a faster pace than younger plumbers perceive.  However, there is a marked 
difference in the form of CPD that older plumbers support.  Older plumbers are much 
more supportive of a voluntary program than younger plumbers, and only a small 
proportion are supportive of any form of mandatory (22% vs. 42%).   

Survey results show that although older plumbers feel that CPD will have a big impact on 
the reputation of the industry, they are much less inclined than their younger cohort to 
believe it will have any impact on their plumbing career.  They also believe that CPD is 
less likely to impact the ability of plumbers to move into different areas of plumbing.  
This is of some concern for an aging workforce.  Also many comments from plumbers 
suggest that career changes are often not planned but triggered by health issues and 
mishaps that occur more frequently in late career.  Many comments throughout the 
industry suggest a level of apathy towards learning activities, and this would seem to be 
somewhat more prevalent in older plumbers.  Although older plumbers are more inclined 
than younger plumbers to believe there is ‘lots of PD out there if you want to do it’, they 
find it much more difficult to find.  This is especially so in the non-technical aspects of 
professional development.   

With respect to CPD, the challenge for regional areas is primarily one of access.  A 
formal CPD program would increase the need dramatically, but would also provide some 
economies of scale.  A number of plumbers and industry groups highlight the use of 
computers and the internet to access regional plumbers (as well as other plumbers 
throughout Victoria). 

Currently, 92% of all Victorian plumbers have a computer at home and 87% of all 
plumbers have internet access.  Although a number of plumbers consider a computer not 
applicable to their on-the-job activities, others consider computer skills essential for 
their job and necessary for the future direction of the plumbing industry.  Roughly one 
in five plumbers across Victoria 
has never used e-mail.  
However, almost half use e-mail 
‘often’ or ‘very often’.   

In exploring whether plumbers 
have any interest in learning 
more about computers, the 
survey found that half of all 
Victorian plumbers were 
‘Interested’ or ‘Very Interested’ 
in learning more.  It is interesting 
to note that while older plumbers 
may not use computers as much 
as their younger cohort, they are 
still interested in learning more about their use.  In fact, the highest interest was from 
plumbers over the age of 60.  Although there are anecdotal challenges to the use of 
computers and on-line access for plumber CPD, it would appear that many plumbers do 
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at least have computers and internet access at home.  This may be particularly useful for 
some forms of CPD that are flexible in timing and accessibility for busy plumbers and 
those who lack access to the same opportunities available in the cities. 

 

Encouraging Take-Up of CPD Activities 

Encouraging take-up of CPD activities is critical to whichever framework the plumbing 
CPD program takes.   

CPD needs to be marketed as more than ‘school’ style activities.  The delivery of CPD 
activities has broadened over the last two decades and 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.  However, this will need to be made evident to plumbers, since 
most plumbers tend to view professional development activities as ‘school’ style 
activities. 

The importance of building a wide selection of relevant CPD activities is critical to a 
plumbing CPD program.  Time after time, comments from plumbers noted their 
frustration in finding relevant and practical learning opportunities.  Where plumbers see 
a professional development activity useful for a new area or clearly relevant to helping 
them in their line of work, it would appear that some of the concerns about time and 
cost are less of a barrier.    

The following endeavours will support relevant professional development activities: 

• Building understanding of plumbers’ CPD needs - This will involve the 
development of a better understanding of practitioners’ CPD needs that are 
relevant through research, collaboration within the industry and internal views of 
inspectors and auditors. 

• Building awareness of what is available - From a practitioner’s point of view, a 
system that presents current offerings in categories of relevant interest with 
time, place/mode and cost would be useful.  An ideal scenario makes this a one-
stop, single step process: What do you have on this topic, available to me next 
week? 

• Building development capacity - An active CPD market offering will involve 
encouraging multiple developers of CPD activities.  Meeting the practitioners need 
for relevant learning activities in a variety of general and specialist needs will 
best be served by supporting a marketplace of providers. 

 

The availability of CPD activities will be greatly enhanced by supporting the process of 
‘multi-moding’ development activities.  Examples of delivery modes are: seminars, 
conference presentations, lectures, work-based experiential learning, paper-based 
correspondence, e-learning, webinars, self-paced video, trade journal reading, 
mentoring etc. 

Many learning activities are delivered in one mode or format.  And yet, much 
development work has gone into the activity – whether it is a presentation at a 
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conference, a specialist seminar on a new installation or a unit within a qualification.  It 
would appear almost wasteful to not capture these events and learning activities into 
other modes.  This is important to respond to different learning styles and access 
challenges for regional or time-constrained plumbers.    

Highlighting industry risks in specific plumbing areas helps to make evident how some 
learning activities are relevant to practitioners.  There are positive messages in 
highlighting how CPD activities have helped practitioners to mitigate risk, save money on 
costly mistakes and improve their business.  This should offer some positive impact on 
insurance claims within the industry.  If this eventuates, then there is a strong future 
case to create a two tiered insurance rate where CPD compliant practitioners receive 
lower insurance rates. 

The role of inspectors is significant to a successful CPD program.  For many practitioners, 
this is their main personal contact with the regulator.  Inspector feedback into the CPD 
programming needs will be invaluable due to their constant interaction across the 
industry.   

Involving industry stakeholders will be critical to provide informed guidance on CPD 
needs, the delivery of CPD activities and the promotion of the reasons for a CPD 
program.  Although this would appear self evident, it has been noted that other CPD 
endeavours have failed for not structuring a forum for stakeholder input. 

Comments were divided on the application of CPD recognition that badges a plumber 
with some form of special designation or brand.  Branding CPD broadly is a long term 
endeavour.  Analysis of responses suggest that CPD would be more immediately 
recognised and taken up if there was CPD recognition for specific areas of industry 
driven needs or client interest such as green skills, risk mitigation, design, etc. The CPD 
program would underpin the initial basis of such designations and may provide a strong 
testing basis for future qualifications and training competency requirements. 

Introducing plumbing practitioners to CPD does involve a dramatic shift in training 
approach, with much more self-directed learning on a variety of topics for individual 
plumbers.  In developing a better understanding of lifelong learning, it would be 
extremely beneficial to have apprentices introduced to the CPD process during the 

apprenticeship training.  
Sensitive to the already 
significant number of units and 
competencies within the 
national training package, the 
introduction of the CPD process 
to apprentices would be best 
utilised as an alternative 
method to access various 
learning materials for current 
qualification requirements.   
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Mandatory vs. Voluntary Framework 

Although there is broad support from plumbers and industry groups for a CPD program, 
there is a great deal of division on whether a program should be mandatory or voluntary 
in nature.  Industry representative groups interviewed were evenly split between 
mandatory and voluntary frameworks.  However, those supporting the voluntary 
framework tended to have more representation from States that had some previous 
experience in trialling a plumbing CPD program.  Also, heavily weighted in this group 
were government advisory groups and the plumbing union.  However, over two-thirds of 
all Victorian plumbers prefer a voluntary CPD framework over a mandatory one.   

The Case for a Mandatory CPD Framework - The most compelling argument for a 
mandatory framework is that without such a requirement many plumbers will not make 
the time to do professional development.  Many feel that because plumbers are busy they 
may not see the need for CPD requiring a ‘push’ into development activities.  Most 
individuals in this camp see a need to link the CPD program to registration and licensing 
renewal within the PIC.   

Victorian plumbers feel that the greatest challenge implementing a mandatory CPD 
framework will be finding the time for CPD.  However, the next two highest challenges 
specifically identify plumber resistance – resistance to the idea that it’s mandatory, and 
enforcing it.   Within Victoria, it is important to note that the MPMSAA and AMCA do not 
support a mandatory framework.  Also, very influential in the Victorian market is the 
union, which feels that a CPD program is a model that is unproven in its outcome and 
puts undue hardship on plumbers who have already completed their training. 

The Case for a Voluntary CPD Framework - The argument for a voluntary CPD 
framework largely suggests that professional development should be beneficial to 
plumbers, and it is on this point that it should be ‘sold’ to practitioners.  Those in favour 
of a voluntary framework feel that even though practitioners ‘who need it most’ may be 
disinclined to voluntarily pick up CPD activities, these individuals usually come to notice 
under the inspection process.   

Some interviewees suggest that professional development is only needed by some 
practitioners.  Most comments would suggest this is less to do with registration categories 
or sectors of the market and more about the level of individual professionalism. 
However, a few believe that some sectors of the market experience less regulatory and 
technical change that drive some professional development needs. 

The Case for Starting with Voluntary with a Future Intent to Go Mandatory - The 
argument for a transitionary period of a voluntary CPD framework which moves into a 
mandatory framework reflects the challenge of poor uptake within a voluntary 
framework.    The consensus view in this group is that practitioners need time to ease 
into a CPD program.  Many believe that active support will grow amongst practitioners 
but it is better to ‘start with the willing’ and encourage people from their present 
position.   

This case also allows for the program to grow in scale, and provide a measure of 
effectiveness that will support a mandatory transition, along with a higher level of 
encouragement for plumbers to ‘get on board’.  The report recommends this option as 
the best framework for the Victorian market. 
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Administering Roles  

Most industry groups see the Plumbing Industry Commission of Victoria as playing an 
important role in administering a Victoria Plumbers’ CPD program.  Interviewees feel the 
PIC has access to Victorian plumbers, has a broad view of the market and has a level of 
independence that other industry groups do not.  Although plumbers across Victoria are 
very supportive of the PIC’s role in a CPD program (85% support this role), they also 
acknowledge that there needs to be collaboration and consultation with plumbing 
industry groups.  The clear message is, “don’t go it alone” and ensure plumbers are 
involved. 

The Plumbing Industry Advisory Council has a long history of providing industry advice 
to the Plumbing Industry Commission and the Minister for Planning in Victoria.  This 
Council seems well placed to provide the broad guidance and endorsement for the PIC’s 
policy on CPD for Victorian plumbers.   

However, there is a 
strong need for a more 
focused CPD 
Development Working 
Group that will venture 
to better understand the 
CPD needs of all 
practitioners and 
endeavour to provide the 
strategies and means to 
build an ongoing 
marketplace of relevant 
CPD activities.   

The role of the PIC with 
regards to the proposed 

plumbing CPD program is as an administrator.  However, many do look to the PIC as ‘the 
expert’ in plumbing regulations and legislative changes.  To this end, it would seem 
natural that the PIC should provide input into CPD activities regarding the use and 
application of plumbing regulations. 

It should be noted that the initial plumbing CPD program does need to present as a 
‘Plumbers’ CPD program.  The critical nature of plumbers’ comments on past PD 
activities and the importance of ‘relevancy’ that is a constant theme in this report will 
best be served by forming a CPD program that matches the diverse needs of the plumbing 
fraternity and can evolve in the first few years to better meet those needs. 

This does not however, mean that back-office collaboration on resources and 
administration should not be sought.  This flexibility is important for the evolution of not 
only the program but also with the impending national licensing regime.  Although it 
would be difficult to guess the eventual impacts on a Victorian CPD program, it should be 
noted that many interviews with interstate industry groups and regulators suggest some 
possibility of a national CPD program for plumbers. 
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Implementation Strategy 

Lessons from other States that have tried to implement a plumbers’ CPD program suggest 
the need to strongly engage with plumbers and consult widely to build support for any 
intended program that is meaningful and practical in achieving the stated goals.   The 
following strategies are put forward: 

• Sell the reasons for the program before locking down how it will function - If 
a CPD program is introduced, the value of such professional development will 
need to be made clear to practitioners.  As previously highlighted in this report, 
plumbers support the idea of CPD, however, the practical reasons and benefits 
must be clarified in order to make clear how CPD can improve their ability to 
keep up with technology, standards, and regulations and protect the community 
health. 

• Sell the message through Plumbers and Industry Groups - The introduction of 
the reasons for a plumbing CPD program must involve a multi-stakeholder backed 
introduction from the beginning.  If the PIC presents this program by itself, some 
will perceive it as an imposed situation and look to associations and other 
stakeholders to bolster a rejection.  Focus groups and discussions with plumbing 
practitioners should involve industry groups and importantly, plumbing 
practitioners selling the reasons behind a CPD program.   

• Commit to the program but launch a staged approach – There are many 
misconceptions regarding CPD and learning approaches.  This will require a staged 
approach to familiarise practitioners with the broader learning options involved in 
a CPD program.  This entails allowing the program (whether voluntary or 
mandatory) to start small with a clear timeline towards the full program.  For 
practitioners, this may entail a lower point system to start, with a gradual 
increase from year to year.   

• Present as the ‘Industry’ CPD program – A successful CPD program will benefit 
all practitioners, plumbing industry groups, and the community at large.  
Promoting the program as a ‘whole of industry’ response will encourage 
engagement and collaboration within a diverse industry. 

 

In conclusion, this report provides feedback on the views across industry groups and 
practitioners that inform the goals, principles and framework for the future development 
of a CPD policy within Victoria.  Although there are challenges highlighted by Victorian 
plumbers and industry advisory groups, there was a surprising level of consensus on many 
issues.   
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Goals, Principles and Framework: 
 
 
Goals:  A CPD program should ensure that plumbers keep up to date with changing 
technology and regulatory requirements as they naturally evolve in a dynamic industry.   
Acknowledging the pace of change and dynamic nature of the plumbing industry, an 
effective CPD program should improve the skills, knowledge and standards of the 
profession – maintaining the status quo is not sufficient and will not protect the 
community health which is an enduring responsibility of plumbers as a licensed trade. 
 
Principle: A Plumbing CPD program should cover all registered and licensed plumbers 
who practice in Victoria along with those directly involved in oversighting and teaching 
the technical and regulatory aspects of the trade (i.e. inspectors, auditors and plumbing 
teachers). 
 
Principle:   General categories for CPD should reflect technical and non-technical 
skills to form a balanced approach that meet the individual needs of plumbers and 
industry needs as identified by the regulator.   
 
Principle:  CPD point requirements for plumbers registered in one category of 
plumbing should be less than the requirement for plumbing practitioners with more than 
one category of registration.  However, the number of points that are required by a 
plumber registered in a single category of plumbing should reflect the deeper knowledge 
required. 
 
Principle:   A CPD program for plumbers will need a well known simple source of listed 
CPD activities that is accessible to all plumbing practitioners to easily locate relevant 
activities. 
 
Principle:  Critical to the success of a plumbing CPD program will be the development 
of sufficiently large array of specific and practical CPD activities to meet the practitioner 
demand for relevant activities which are useful to their personal situation.  Many 
challenges become lessened if the CPD activity is seen as relevant and beneficial to a 
plumber’s working environment. 
 
Framework:   A voluntary CPD program should be implemented with a clear intent of 
progressing into a mandatory CPD program within the next five years.  The ultimate 
deciding factor on this transition will be the measured outcomes of the program against 
the goals of the CPD program. 
 
Principle:   The PIC has broad industry support to administer the Victorian Plumbing 
CPD program.  Whilst the policy development and administrative management of the 
program will reside with the PIC, the success of the program will require a strong 
engagement with the wider plumbing industry. 
 
 
 
See Appendix 4 – Recommendations 
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