
Occupational health 
nursing: career and 
competence development
RCN guidance



RCN Legal Disclaimer
This publication contains information, advice and guidance to help members of the RCN. It is intended for use within the UK but readers 
are advised that practices may vary in each country and outside the UK. 
The information in this publication has been compiled from professional sources, but its accuracy is not guaranteed. Whilst every effort 
has been made to ensure the RCN provides accurate and expert information and guidance, it is impossible to predict all the 
circumstances in which it may be used. Accordingly, to the extent permitted by law, the RCN shall not be liable to any person or entity 
with respect to any loss or damage caused or alleged to be caused directly or indirectly by what is contained in or left out of this 
information and guidance.
Published by the Royal College of Nursing, 20 Cavendish Square, London, W1G 0RN
© 2011 Royal College of Nursing. All rights reserved. Other than as permitted by law no part of this publication may be reproduced, 
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, 
without prior permission of the Publishers or a licence permitting restricted copying issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency, Saffron 
House, 6-10 Kirby Street, London EC1N 8TS. 
This publication may not be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise disposed of by ways of trade in any form of binding or cover other than 
that in which it is published, without the prior consent of the Publishers.

The introduction of Agenda for Change (AfC) (DH, 2003a) and the NHS Knowledge and Skills Framework 
(KSF) (DH, 2004) has affected the career and pay progression of occupational health nurses working in 
both the NHS and the independent sector. The original Royal College of Nursing (RCN) publication for 
occupational health nurses (RCN, 2004) used the competences identified through consultation with 
occupational health nurses themselves and the professions allied to occupational health, and mapped 
them against the six core NHS KSF competences and seven of the specific KSF competences. It also 
mapped them against the ten public health proficiencies required by the Nursing and Midwifery Council 
(NMC) for entry into Part 3 of the Professional Register (see Appendix 1).

This document has now been reviewed and updated to complement the RCN’s Integrated Core Career 
and Competence Framework for Registered Nurses (2010). It also takes account of recent policy and 
practice developments including the introduction of the Department for Work and Pensions’ (DWP) 
Statement of Fitness for Work (2010) and the public health strategy outlined in the Healthy Lives, 
Healthy People: Our Strategy for Public Health in England White Paper (DH, 2010). Our framework also 
acknowledges the current policy and practice emphasis on case management and rehabilitation, with 
the recognition that occupational health practice provides the key specialist link for knowledge and 
expertise of health in the workplace. Occupational health nurses have the clinical expertise to link 
primary care with the workplace and are well placed to support and motivate employees to achieve 
maximum participation in work. The rewritten document has, therefore, incorporated the relevant 
recommendations from Dame Carol Black’s Review of the Health of the Working Age Population Working 
for a Healthier Tomorrow (HMSO, 2008). 

Providing signposts to a scope of practice at key points in career development and progression, the 
framework is a guide to occupational health nurses and their employers for decisions on practice 
competency; personal and professional development; and career and pay progression. This publication 
now maps occupational health nursing against the six core NHS KSF competences and sixteen of 
the specific NHS KSF competences. This will provide occupational health nursing practitioners and 
curriculum leaders with a benchmark which will assist them to plan developments for practice, and to 
determine which of the competency statements best reflect their practice.
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competences and up to a maximum of seven of 
the 24 specific dimension competences. You will 
find a description all of the NHS KSF competences 
at: www.dh.gov.uk

The KSF six core dimensions are:

1. Communications

2. Personal and people development

3. Health, safety and security

4. Service improvement

5. Quality

6. Equality and diversity.

The KSF twenty four specific dimensions are 
grouped into the following themes:

• Health and wellbeing (HW)

• Estates and facilities (EF)

• Information and knowledge (IK)

• General (G).

Every dimension is subdivided into four levels and 
each given a level descriptor. Level 1 represents 
basic knowledge and skills, through to level 4 
which represents the highest level of knowledge 
and skills.

“Every NHS KSF post outline must include an 
appropriate level from each of the six core 
dimensions, to which will be added a number 
of specific dimensions. There is no limit to the 
number of specific dimensions which can be 
included, but it would be unusual for a post to 
need more than seven. The specific dimensions 
should reflect critical aspects of the post.” 

KSF (DH, 2004) pp11-12

In this RCN document:

• Table 1 maps RCN OHN competences to the six 
core dimensions 

• Table 2 maps RCN OHN competences to 16 
specific competences.

Please refer to the KSF (October 2004) pp 45-48 for an overview of all 
core and specific dimensions.

Part 1: Introduction 
Competence can be defined as: “The state of 
having the knowledge, judgment, skills, energy, 
experience and motivation required to respond 
adequately to the demands of one’s professional 
responsibilities” (Roach, 1992). 

This RCN guidance for an integrated career and 
competency framework for occupational health is 
an important step forward for occupational health 
nursing. It addresses a number of political and 
professional issues and initiatives including:

• Agenda for Change (DH, 2003b)

• the need for leadership in specialist nursing

• the need for the development of standards

• new public health strategies and government 
reviews on occupational rehabilitation and 
fitness to work

• increased focus on work-based and lifelong 
learning and clinical supervision

• a changing focus towards professional rather 
than academic accreditation.

This version of the RCN Career and Competency 
Framework has been updated to take account of 
the final version of the NHS Knowledge and Skills 
Framework published by the Department of Health 
in October 2004 and the Integrated Core Career 
and Competency Framework published by the RCN 
in 2010.

Background to the NHS 
Knowledge and Skills 
Framework 
The RCN Integrated Career and Competency 
Framework for Occupational Health Nursing 
(RCN CCF-OHN) (RCN 2010) mirrors the career 
frameworks designed around the core functions 
of the nurse consultant, the career benchmarks of 
Agenda for Change and the Knowledge and Skills 
Framework (NHS KSF, 2004), and the Development 
and Review Process (DH, October 2004)

Agenda for Change provides a nationally agreed 
framework for reforming pay, career structure and 
conditions for nurses, health care assistants and 
other health care workers. Generic competences 
are captured by the NHS KSF and heath care 
workers are expected to achieve all six core 
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Remember, the scope of the KSF is extremely 
broad, and is essentially a development tool 
which provides the basis for pay progression 
within bands. Its purpose is to be used during the 
ongoing cycle of review, planning, development 
and evaluation of staff in the NHS, linking it to 
both organisational and individual development 
needs. Post outlines based on the NHS KSF should 
be developed in partnership, and should “reflect 
the requirements of the post, not the abilities or 
preferences of the person who is employed in that 
post” (KSF, 2004, p11). Most jobs will be made up 
of the six core dimensions and up to seven of the 
specific dimensions out of the 24 published in the 
KSF. The RCN occupational health nursing (OHN) 
competency framework is mapped to all of the 
core competences and to sixteen of the specific 
dimension competences. Occupational health 
nurses are not expected to meet the requirements 
for all sixteen specialist dimension competences. 
You should just select and use those competences 
listed in this framework which best reflect your 
practice. Tables 1 and 2 show how the KSF 
competences relate to the occupational health 
nurse competences outlined in this document.

Mapping against the NHS KSF
The competences identified through various OHN 
consultation exercises conducted by the RCN 
have been mapped against the six core NHS KSF 
competences and sixteen of the specific NHS KSF 
competences.

The mapping also demonstrates how practice at 
level 4 (that of expert) mirrors the definition of 
nurse consultant outlined by Manley (2001), who 
described the following elements:

• the practice of nursing for a specific client 
group

• developing a learning culture 

• practice-based research approaches and 
evaluation

• providing consultancy from clinical to 
organisational levels

• transformational leadership

• facilitation of individual, team and 
organisational learning 

• cultural change, practice and service 
development.

Mapping against the standards 
of proficiency for specialist 
community public health 
nurses
In addition, the competences are mapped against 
the ten public health competences required to be 
met by the Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC) 
standards of preparation for OHN, which lead 
to entry to Part 3 (Specialist Community Public 
Health Nurses) of the NMC Register (Appendix 1). 
However, the RCN competency framework for 
occupational health nurses is NOT intended to be 
used as an educational curriculum. Rather, the 
framework has combined core competences and 
specialist competences for occupational health 
nursing practice. 

How to use this framework 
Nurses working in the field of occupational health 
practice in a wide variety of settings: either as 
lone practitioners or as part of an extended 
team. Their scope of practice is dependent 
upon the historical expectations of employers 
and employees, on the outcome of hazard/risk 
assessment and on legislative requirements. 
Therefore, while we have included the broadest 
spectrum of practice in the descriptors and 
levels of practice, it may be that some elements 
will not be included in the actual role of some 
practitioners. However, the descriptors and levels 
do provide an indication of the expected ability 
to be able to function at that level, should the 
situation arise.

As occupational health nurses move from the level 
of competence to the level of experienced and on 
to expert practice, they build on the previous set 
of skills and knowledge. Hence, the expert nurse 
would be able (where applicable and called for 
in their occupational health role and setting) to 
function across the entire range of descriptors for 
practice. 

In the framework:

• ‘competent nurse’ relates to a practitioner at 
level 5

• ‘experienced nurse’ relates to a proficient 
nurse at level 6 or 7

• ‘expert nurse’ relates to an advanced 
practioner at level 8 or in a senior nurse 
management role. 
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This guidance should be read in conjunction 
with the RCN publication Integrated Career and 
Competence Framework for Registered Nurses 
(RCN, 2010). For nurse consultant competences, 
refer also to the RCN General Career and 
Competence Framework for Registered Nurses 
(add ref).

How you produce evidence to 
show competence
You, as an occupational health nurse, are 
responsible for producing evidence for each 
competency in order to demonstrate that you 
have achieved it at the identified/desirable level. 
Forms of evidence that you can use include case 
histories, self appraisal, via a reflective diary, 
360-degree feedback, verification of practice and 
structured observation of practice, as well as 
attendance at courses. 

When you gather evidence it is important to:

• ensure you understand what the competency 
statement is asking of you

• review any existing work that could be used

• identify whether the existing evidence is 
appropriate. For example, if you attend a study 
day in preparation for carrying out a particular 
intervention you must apply this to practice 
and evaluate the outcomes of the intervention 
for this to be used towards your NMC Post-
registration Education & Practice (PREP) 
portfolio

• ensure you have sufficient evidence to meet 
the NMC requirements for PREP.

Using the framework flexibly
While the framework provides comprehensive 
guidance on competences for occupational health 
nursing practice, it is a tool to be used flexibly and 
in conjunction with RCN publications on pay and 
terms and conditions of work (see www.rcn.org.
uk/publications). Used together, these can help 
determine the scope of actual posts, individual 
development needs and pay banding, and should 
take account of developing roles as they expand 
in line with changing occupational health care 
needs and knowledge. 
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APPENDIX 1: Mapping of RCN OHN competences against 
NMC standards for specialist community public health nursing

Mapping
The following mapping exercise demonstrates 
that there is a close correlation between the 
aspirations of OHN key stakeholders and the NMC 
on determining proficiency and competence to 
practice as a specialist OHN.

The Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC) 
New Standards and register
In 2004 the NMC determined that there would be 
three parts to the register for nurses, midwives, 
and specialist community public health nurses, 
the latter forming Part 3 of the register. These 
standards will be reviewed by the NMC in 2011.

Development of standards
The NMC decided to establish a part of the 
register for specialist community public health 
nurses because it took the view that this form of 
practice has distinct characteristics that require 
public protection. These include the responsibility 
to work with both individuals and a population, 
which may mean taking decisions on behalf of a 
community or population without having direct 
contact with every individual in that community. 
The primary purpose of standards for registration 
is to provide the mechanism through which the 
NMC can exercise its main function of protecting 
the public. 

Entry to Part 3 of the register
The new third part of the register is currently 
open to the three groups of nurses designated 
as having a significant role as public health 
nurses; they are health visitors; school nurses 
and occupational health nurses. Those OHN who 
already hold an NMC recordable qualification (at 
certificate, diploma or degree) will automatically 
be transferred to Part 3 of the register. Those 
nurses wishing to train as a qualified OHN, will in 
future, will be required to complete a programme 
of study at a minimum of 1st degree, that has been 
approved by the NMC as meeting their Standards 
of Proficiency. (Go to www.nmc-uk.org for full 
information on the New Part 3 of the register 
and the Standards of Proficiency for Specialist 
Community Public Health Nurses, 
(NMC, August 2004).

Standards of proficiency 
Proficiency for entry to the register is reflected 
in the new Specialist Community Public Health 
Nursing Programme (NMC, August 2004) , which 
is underpinned by ten key principles of public 
health practice and grouped into four domains. 
The following tables have mapped these key 
principals and domains against the RCN OHN 
Competences which were identified by OHN 
stakeholders as the essential elements for 
practice.
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