
 
Generic Overview of National Occupational Standards 

 
National Occupational Standards describe the skills, knowledge and understanding 
needed to undertake a particular task or job to a nationally recognised level of 
competence. 
 
National Occupational Standards are benchmarks of performance. They provide the 
means for assessing performance in a job: they are work-related statements of the 
ability, knowledge, understanding and experience that an individual should have to 
carry out key tasks effectively. Anyone in an occupation covered by Standards can use 
them to determine what level of competence is required and more importantly 
whether their own performance meets that industry expectation. 
 
In the early 1980s, Government determined to improve the effectiveness of British 
industry by introducing national standards of occupational competence. These 
standards were to be explicit, agreed, widely accessible, flexible, progressive and 
testable.  Representative bodies were established to set effective standards 
appropriate to each industry sector, and relevant to the current and future needs of 
the competent practitioner.  Successive governments continued to support the policy, 
and standards are now in place covering the vast majority of the industrial and 
professional sectors of the economy. 
 
What are the National Occupational Standards? 
 
The National Occupational Standards are: 
Statements of the skills, knowledge and understanding needed in the workplace 
expressed as outcomes of competent performance  
 
They must: 

 Identify the main roles and responsibilities within a defined occupational 
 area and reflect best employment practice.  

 Describe what is essential for successful performance  

 Specify what an individual needs to know and understand to do their job  

 Describe what an individual should achieve, not how they should do it. 

 Include relevant technical, planning and problem solving skills, the ability to  
work  with others and use information technology (Key Skills)  

 Include statutory, legal and Health & Safety obligations/ requirements Include 
relevant environmental aspects  

 Capture defining occupational characteristics such as ethics, values and 
creativity  

 Be written in plain language and in a user friendly format  

 Be free from discrimination (overt or covert) against any sector of the 
community  

 Provide a satisfactory basis for the design of assessment  
 



 Meet the needs and have the support of all significant groups of employers 
and potential users  

 Distinguish clearly between occupational standards and qualifications 
 
 
Uses and Benefits of the National Occupational Standards 
 
In addition to the development of qualifications National Occupational Standards can 
be used by organisations and individuals to improve their performance, for example: 
 
For organisations/employers: 
 

• Identify and plan personnel requirements  
• Develop job descriptions and person specifications  
• Support recruitment procedures  
• Design, deliver and evaluate training  
• Providing coaching and mentoring support to individuals  
• Delegating responsibility to staff  
• Quality assure staff performance  
• Using nationally agreed criteria to carry out performance reviews fairly and 

consistently 
• Developing and retain a skilled, motivated, confident and flexible workforce  
• Meet the indicators for external accreditation, e.g. Investors in People  
• Aligning individual and team targets to organisational goals  
• Support partnerships by using common standards of performance and quality  
• Demonstrate the organisation’s competence when tendering or applying for 

funding  
 
 
For individuals: 
 

• Develop self confidence and personal effectiveness  
• Track their skills against national standards  
• Ensure best practice at work  
• Comply with statutory requirements  
• Receive constructive and objective feedback from managers  
• Opening up a wider range of career opportunities  
• Transfer of competence to other work  
• A route to nationally recognised qualifications  

 
The benefits of the national occupational standards  
 
National occupational standards provide a comprehensive framework of the roles and 
responsibilities of specific job roles.  
National occupational standards can support individuals in their day-to-day tasks and 
help establish the link between the aims and objectives of the employer, and what is 
required to achieve these.  



The standards can also be used to manage and develop organisations and individuals, 
job descriptions, recruitment, individual and team development, career planning and 
staff appraisal.  
 
 

 
 


