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Foreword 

Many countries in Asia and the Pacific are establishing modern and 
effective skills-development systems. Central to this process is the 
designing of competency standards to describe the work carried out in 
industry to then guide the development of training programmes that will 
match the needs of industry. These competency standards are used for 
consultation with industry and for the development of training courses. 
Most but not all countries use this tool. However, even where used, it 
appears that it is not applied to its full potential by the different groups 
that can immensely benefit.  

This publication is designed to illustrate the various ways that 
competency standards can be applied as a tool for dialogue or 
communication by governments, employers, training organizations and 
workers to clearly describe the skills needed for training or employment. 
If better use can be made of competency standards, training will be 
more relevant to the needs of industry and to individuals.  

I would like to express appreciation to the Government of the 
Republic of Korea for providing the funding for the handbook and to 
Andre Lewis for preparing the document. I would like to thank Ray 
Grannall and Ju Hyang Lee for their careful editing of the handbook. I 
would also like to thank Wipusara Rugworakijkul and Alin Sirisaksopit for 
their coordinating of the work and the preparation of the final version. 

 
     Sachiko Yamamoto 
     Regional Director 
     Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific 
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Introduction  

This handbook illustrates the various ways that competency 
standards can be used in a range of situations by different groups: 

Government agencies 

�  to assess the competencies of migrant workers leaving or arriving in 
a country;  

�  to benchmark competencies against other countries;  

�  to specify licensing and registration requirements (such as skill 
requirements for crane drivers, gas installers, food inspectors);  

�  to license or register training and assessment organizations in 
accordance with specified quality standards;  

�  to license and accredit courses and qualifications. 

Industry employers  

�  to specify training requirements to training organizations; 

�  to specify skills requirements to agencies supplying labour from 
within the country or from another country (employment agencies 
and organizations supplying contract labour);  

�  for recruitment and internal promotion within an organization;  

�  to assist with decisions about remuneration;  

�  to identify the need for specialist staff. 

Training organizations 

�  to provide the basis for curriculum development; 

�  to develop teaching, learning and assessment resources;  

�  to assist in the design of buildings and equipment;  

�  to identify plant, materials and equipment for effective training. 

Workers’ organizations 

�  to assist in negotiations with employers; 

�  to identify skills needed by their members; 

�  to organise training programs for their members. 

Individuals  

�  as the basis for having their existing skills recognized. 
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Competency standards 

Definition 

“Competency standards”, “competencies”, “competency units”, “unit 
standards” or “units of competency” are terms that are used 
interchangeably to describe the knowledge, skills and attitudes that a 
person needs in order to carry out a particular job or activity and at the 
level of performance required. Competencies generally specify minimum 
standards and the conditions in which they should be applied.  

Format 

Sets of competency standards have been developed by many 
countries in the Asia–Pacific region. The format of each set varies in the 
amount of detail and information included and the way that the content is 
organized, grouped and subdivided. A variety of formats is used, and 
most include sub elements to describe different aspects of the 
competency.  

Some include extra information such as: 

�  evidence requirements to guide those assessing the competency; 

�  critical aspects of the evidence; 

�  a “range statement”, which describes the equipment, tools or 
materials to be used;  

�  underpinning knowledge or skills required; 

�  suggested or required methods of assessment; 

�  resource requirements. 

Reviews of many systems have often found that many competencies 
are so complex they can only be understood by a few technical 
specialists and that others emphasize such simplicity they can be more 
readily used with industry groups. 

Key skills, workplace skills or generic skills 

Generic competencies or key skills are handled in different ways in 
each country. Many countries have recognized that everyone in the 
workforce needs and uses a set of “common”, “core” or ”key” skills that 
apply to any occupation. These are basic enabling competencies for 
work, education, training and life generally. They include workplace 
communication, problem solving, environmental awareness or project 
management.  In some systems, these are seen as different to 
competencies that describe a technical aspect of the work. There are 
also some differences between the way that attitudes and values are 
incorporated into competency standards.  
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Grouping competencies 

Some countries group competencies into occupations, others group 
them according to industry and still others use a combination of methods.  
Sometimes they are grouped into courses or qualifications. 

Competency standards are not the same as the curriculum, although 
there are many similarities. A curriculum describes a formal training 
programme; while this may be based on competencies, it also describes 
the sequence for teaching the various competency elements and 
suggestions or prescriptions about how the training should be carried out. 
Competencies describe the work carried out and can be obtained 
through work experience, private study or formal training programmes.  

Regional Model of Competency Standards  

The Regional Model of Competency Standards (RMCS) was 
developed by the International Labour Organization’s Regional Skills 
and Employability Programme for Asia and the Pacific (SKILLS-AP) to 
help countries develop their own standards. The RMCS is designed to 
be a tool for countries to discuss training needs with industry groups.  

NOTE: The examples used in this document (in the boxes sprinkled 
throughout the handbook) relate to the RMCS. However, they equally 
apply to competency standards developed in any national system. 
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Government agencies 

 

 
 

Migrant and guest workers 

How can government agencies use competency standard s to 
assess the skills of migrant and guest workers? 

Competency (or skill) standards developed in different countries 
usually have levels or hierarchies used to group the skills defined. In the 
Asia� Pacific region, these are predominantly based upon occupational 
classification structures and the particular qualification framework for 
that country. However, these vary considerably across the region and 
worldwide in terms of the number of occupational definitions, levels of 
qualifications and terminology used. This can make straightforward 
technical skills recognition between countries difficult. 

For example, there are common references to concepts such as 
“basic” or “advanced” used as occupation or qualification descriptors in a 
number of countries, but the definition of these terms is not consistent 
internationally. There are also grading systems and levels often using 
terms such as “technician” and “senior technician”. This terminology 
reflects an industrial manufacturing background that does not readily 
translate to the service sectors of an economy where engineering 
terminology is not commonly used. 
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The result of country-specific qualification frameworks that underpin 
technical skills recognition is that cross-border recognition for migrant 
and guest workers is difficult. If skills recognition is largely by issue of 
academic credentials (as is usually the case), then only a commonly 
used translation tool can equate the outcomes for the purposes of 
migrant worker evaluation. The ILO competency standards can assist in 
this regard.  

The inherent flexibility of the competency standards structure is the 
key to using them as a translation tool. By defining units of competency 
in broad functional groups, the competency standards do not tie 
particular competencies to any specific occupation or job role. Thus, 
while welding competencies are within the manufacturing competency 
standards, they can be used to define training or recognize workers’ 
skills in any industry as required, such as construction work. 

Similarly, office and administration skills found in, say, the tourism 
competency standards can be used in any job role where they are 
required. This “mix-and-match” potential of the competency standards 
means many lower-level jobs typically required of migrant workers can 
be easily described as competency units even when neither the sending 
or receiving country has a relevant occupational definition or national 
qualification. 

As shown in the above diagram, the same units can be sourced from 
any competency standards and grouped together to describe a job role 
or occupation in any country.  
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Benchmarking skills 

How can government agencies use competency standard s to 
benchmark skills against other countries? 

Many countries have their own form of competency descriptions for 
vocational roles in their industries. These are often very detailed and 
designed for local use by training organizations and employers to define 
the skills they need. The competencies are often designed to suit a 
particular occupational definition used in the country and are thus 
grouped together under a single framework – usually leading to a 
specific qualification. This is very valuable for the type of highly skilled 
occupations that suit many industry purposes and for extensive training 
programmes to prepare trades people and semi-professionals.  

However, when benchmarking vocational skills with other countries, 
very detailed standards in local languages are difficult to compare, and 
many job roles at lower levels are not covered by competency standards. 

Competency standards in the RMCS are all in English and are not 
grouped into particular occupations or job roles; instead, they are 
aligned to broad types of similar work. Because of this flexible structure 
and straightforward unit titles, it is quite easy for different countries to 
use the competency standards to describe worker levels and benchmark 
these against another country for possible migrant worker assessment 
or other purposes, such as determining whether a country is competitive 
in skill terms. 
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Licensing occupations 

How can government agencies use competency standard s to 
specify occupational licensing skill requirement? 

Internationally, the licensing of certain occupations and types of work 
is increasing to protect workers and consumers. Government agencies 
responsible for providing a licensing regime need to specify the 
conditions under which licenses are issued. These usually include a 
measure of the competence of the individual seeking the license. Often, 
the only competency measure available is holding a particular 
qualification. This works if the license is purely for local use or the 
license coverage is a whole occupation; it is less useful when the license 
is for a set of tasks that do not make up a whole occupation. 

Competency standards can assist here because one of several units 
of competency can be cited as the minimum competency requirement 
for that licensing category. Because competency units are quite specific 
about the performance criteria and assessment requirements, a 
regulatory authority knows exactly the fit between safe and effective 
work practice and any training or assessment a person has completed in 
achieving the unit outcomes. 
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Licensing training and assessment organizations 

How can government agencies use competency standard s to 
measure trainers’ skills when registering education  and training 
organizations? 

In most countries, teachers and vocational trainers need to complete 
a course of study in teaching and learning theories and practices in 
order to train and assess learners. They also require expertise in a 
particular industry discipline to train in their vocational field. 
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Full-time trainers will probably have a recognized educational 
qualification as evidence of their teaching ability. But more and more 
training organizations are using part-time trainers to deliver training to 
meet the ever-increasing demands. These part-time trainers will 
normally be working in an industry occupation that gives them excellent 
and up-to-date knowledge of their vocational field. But they may not 
have any qualifications in training and assessment practices and could 
be unwilling to undertake a lengthy educational programme to gain such 
certification for what is not their full-time job. 

Some countries have recognized this and developed short and very 
specific programmes designed to give part-time trainers the necessary 
training and assessment skills to they need. The intention is to provide a 
set of “smart skills” for a training environment that can be built upon over 
time as the new trainer becomes more accustomed to the role, gains 
confidence and improves delivery techniques.  
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Accrediting courses and qualifications 

How can government agencies use competency standard s to 
accredit courses and qualifications? 

Commonly, a training organization presenting a vocational course for 
accreditation by a government agency has developed its own resources. 
This can be an extensive and costly exercise, particularly where the 
agency accreditation guidelines are comprehensive and require 
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evidence of industry consultation and support for the delivery 
methodology and learning outcomes. 

Where the course to be accredited is a major programme delivered to 
large numbers of new learners over a long period of time, the cost and 
expense is justified and the accrediting agency would naturally take 
considerable care in assessing the programme before giving it 
accredited status. 

But as industry processes and skill demands change more quickly, it 
becomes difficult for a few “flagship” courses to meet all the demands for 
training a workforce. Enterprises often want short, focused programmes 
to deliver particular groups of skills to a small number of workers. 
Sometimes a whole industry sector may require a programme to train 
many in its workforce with a new work practice to meet emerging 
technology changes or for regulatory compliance.  

This is where units of competency can be helpful. A training 
organization can determine in a short time whether a demand for a short 
course can be met by using groups of the existing units. As competency 
standards have already been validated by industry as defining the 
necessary skill and knowledge required for a large number of work 
functions, they are a perfect basis for course design. Apart from 
assisting the training organization to develop a short course quickly and 
reliably, the use of competency standards means the government 
accrediting agency can also be assured that the course has a firm 
foundation for its aims and learning outcomes. 
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Industry employers 

 

 

 

Specifying training needs 

How can employers use competency standards for spec ifying 
their skill requirements for training? 

This is one of the most useful purposes for competency standards. 
Every employer will need to determine the training required for new 
entrants or existing employees from time to time. It can also be used 
when new work processes, products or equipment are introduced into 
the workplace. Job roles and performance expectations in any industry 
change over time; existing workers need additional training to remain 
productive and efficient. 

The benefit of competency standards is that they concisely describe 
the aspects of a job in a competency or outcome format. They can be 
compared with the current work performance of an employee to assess 
if the person needs training to strengthen his/her skill level. Additional 
competency standards may be required for workers to perform to the 
employer’s expectations in the future. The “gap” between what 
competencies the employee displays now and what is required in future 
is a training need, and competency standards can describe it precisely. 
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Specifying skilled labour requirements 

How can employers use competency standards for spec ifying 
their skill requirements to labour-supply agencies or agencies 
dealing with overseas skilled labour? 

Using competency standards to describe industry skills is an 
important means of comparing the skill requirements needed in one 
country with those available from prospective migrant workers in another. 
The greatest barrier to more transparent and effective cross-border skills 
recognition is the different means used by enterprises and government 
training and human resource planning agencies to describe occupational 
skill outcomes. 

If the comparison is based on academic pathways, the description of 
skill tends to be inputs such as course learning requirements, subject 
content and assessment tools. These can often be very detailed and 
knowledge centric, whereas valuable “applied skill” is a combination of 
acquired knowledge and task performance meeting a clearly defined 
output. Educational programmes concentrate on the rigour and validity 
of learning inputs and assessment of these against what was taught. 
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Whereas in a true competency-based system, the inputs are not the 
prime focus because assessment measures what a person can actually 
do in a variety of normal workplace circumstances.  

Many countries now have their own competency standards to define 
skills and knowledge required for highly skilled workers. While these can 
be very useful to define training for and assessment of the skills of local 
workers, they are often too complex and high level to use for migrant 
workers or to provide to labour-supply agencies that mainly deal with 
less skilled jobs. 

It works best if all the users already understand and adopt a 
competency-based approach to describing workforce skills. But if they 
do not, a tool such as the RMCS could be the basis for developing their 
own, such as the following example illustrates. 

��������)
�*���
�
�
���
������������������������

�������	 
	 ���������	 �������
	 
������	 �������	 ������ 
	 ���	 ���������	 ��
������	 ����	 ��	 ��	 ����	
������������	 ��������
�	 '��	 
������	 ��������
	 ���	 � �	 ������
	 
����
	 ��	 ������������	 ��������	
7������������	 ���������
�	 ��������	 
���	 ����	 �����	 ����������	 
�������
	 ���	 �	 ������	 ��	 �����	
����������
�	 �������	 
	 ��
	 ����	 ���������	 ��������� �	 
�������
	 ������%��	 ��	 ������������	
��������
	���	��
�	�����
	���	����������
	�	������	 
������	������
�	

8�������	�	
�����	��	�������	
@
	��������
	
������	 �������	������
	��������
	����	��	�
	���	������	
�����&7��������	������	����	��7����	���	����������	 ����	������
	���	���	����
	����	���	�������	���	��� ����	

������	��	�����	�����	������&
������	������
�		

!�	�
	���	�	
�����	������	��	��
���������	�������	
 @
	�������	������������	����������	
�������
	
��	 ������	 ���	 �����	 �����	 ����	 ��7�����	 ��	 �������	 ������
�	 6��	 �
	 ��	 ��
�	 ��	 �
�	 ���	 ����������	

�������
	��	���	����	
������	��������
�	��	����	�� ��	�����	��	������	���	��������	
����
	����	��7���� �	

'��	�����������	��	���	����������	
�������
�	������ �	�����
	����	����	��	�
��	��	
����	�����������
	
����	 ���	 ��
���	 �������	 ���	 
���	 ��	 ���	 ����
	 ����	 �������	 
	 ��
	 ���������	 ���	 �������
�	  ����	 ��	 �	
������	�������	����	
������	���	���������	��������
 	���	����	����	�����	

'��
�	 �	 �������	 ������	 ���
�����	 �����	 ����
	 ��	 ��� ����	 
	 ������	 ���	 ��������	 �
�	 ���	
�������������	(��"	��	������	���	���������	���	���� )	

'��	 ����	 �
	 ��
��	 �����������	 ��	 �����	 
����
	 ���	 � ��	 �����	 ��	 ���
�����	 ���������
	 ����	 ���	
��������
�	 �������
�	 !�	 �������
	 ���&�������	 ������ �	 ���	 
������	 ��	 
����	 ����	 
�����	 �������	 ��	 �	
���������	
����	���	 ����	
������	 ����
����	�����	�� �	�	�����	 ������	�������	�����

�	'��
�	
����
	���	
��������	�	
����	����	��	����	�	7��������	�����
��� 
��	
���	�
	�����������	���	������	����	���	���	�	
���	��

	����	����	�����	��������	��	��������	��	�� 	��	���	����������	'��	����������	
�������
	���	
�������	������	��
�	���
	
���	��	���	����	����	
��� ������	������	���	
������	��������
	��	�

�

	���
� ������	
�������	������
�	

*
���	���	�������������	(��"	�����	�
	��	��������	� ��	��������	(��"	����
	�����	��)	
�  *���	A+	/������	������	����������	�

�����	
�  *���	A,	/������	
����	���	�����	�

�����	
�  *���	A+,	
����	
���	�������	��������
	
�  *���	A+-	/������	������	����������	�������	 	
�  *���	A+.	
����	������������	�������	���	
������	��� ���7��
	
�  *���	A+0	


�����	����������	���������
	
�  *���	A,4	��������	����
�1����
�	��������
	
�  *���	A,+	/������	
������
	�
���	
������
	���1��	��� �������	����
	
�  *���	A,-	/��&�����	����	���	
������	�������	



 

 

 

14 

A���	 ��	 ���	 ����
	 ��
	 �����������	 ��7��������
	 ���	 ������
	 ���	 �����	 ��	 ����	 ����	 ���	 ��	
�����������	A���	��	��	�

�

����	��������
	�	���
� ������	�������	��	�	
������	�������	��
	��
�	���	
���	 ���	 ���	 ��7�����	 
����
�	 ���	 ���������	 �������	 ��������	 ����	 ����	 ���
	 ���	 ���	 
����	 ��	 ��������	 � �	
������	���	�����	���	���
��	��	���
�	����
�	������� ���	
�������
	�
	�	
��������������	���	������	
��������	���	
����
	��7�����	��	����	��
��	�������	 ������	����
�		

Identifying the need for specialists  

How can employers use competency standards to ident ify the 
need for specialist jobs? 

From time to time, employers may need to define a new job role that 
requires particular skills not currently held by any existing employees. 
This may be solved by additional training for current workers or 
recruiting specialists who already have these skills.  

Whether the specialist role is covered by someone new or by training 
an existing worker depends upon the match of the current work with the 
new role. If a current employee has a significant amount of the required 
skills already and just needs additional training and/or experience, it can 
be more cost-effective to provide the training and promote that person. 
This also has the benefit of sending a good message to other workers 
that the employer looks internally first and offers training and career 
progression opportunities. 
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Recruitment and staff selection 

How can employers use competency standards to deter mine 
requirements for recruiting or career progression o f present 
employees? 

Competency standards can be used to help draft specifications for 
the recruitment of new workers when advertising jobs and selecting 
applicants, as the following example illustrates. 

��������,
���
��������������������������������
��


�	��������	����
	��	�������	���	������
	��	���	�
	 ����	�����
	��	�	���	������	����	���	��
����	
B����	 ��������	 ��	 �����	 ���	 
�������	 
����
	 ��	 ���	 ����	 ���	 ��������	 �
	 ����	 ��	 �������	 ���	 
����	 ���	
�������	��

�

	�	����	��	�
����	
����
	����	���	�� �	�����	�����		

*
���	 ���	 �����
�	(��"	�
	 ��	 ��������	 ���	 ��������	 ������
	 ����	 ���	 ���������	 ����
	 ��
�����	
���	����	�����	��	�������	
����
	��7�����	��	���	�� ����	����)	

�  *���	A+,	C����	�������	���	���������	�

�
�����	
�  *���	A+4	/������	��&
���	�������1�����	����������	
 ������
	
�  *���	A+	�������	���&���������	�����
		
�  *���	A,	3����	�������
	
�  *���	A++	B���	�
	�	�����	
�  *���	A+5	����������	���	�������	�	����	
�  *���	A+<	D���	����	�����
	
�  *���	A+=	/������	���	���
���	����	�����������
	

'��	��������	������
	����	���	���
�	����	����
	��	� ���������	:A+,�	A+4�	A+�	A,�	A++;	��7�����	���	
���	���	���
	���	
����
	����	
�����	�������	��	���� �����	��	���	�����	�������	 ��	����
	A+5�	A+<	���	A +=	
���	����
	����	
�����	��	
�������	 ��	 ���	���	������ 	����	�����������	���	����������
?	��������	����	�� 	
��������	��&���&���	�����	������������	'��	�������� 	�
	���	�����	�����	����	���	�������	�����������	
����
	���	���	�����
	���	���������	���	��
����	��	� ����	���
�����
	���	����	
������	����������	������� 
)	

���������	�
��
	��

������
��������
�����������������������������������  ������������������
�������������������������
���!�����������
�����"�

����� ��� �� ������ ����������!� ���� ��������� ����	�� ��� ����� ��� ������������ ���� 
��		������� #�$� 
����
������������������
�������������������������������! ���	��������������������	�"�



 

 

 

16 

%��#�$����������
�		�$���������������		�����
������ �������
���
����������������������
�����&���
	����� �
��
� ��� 	���� ������� ��� ����� ��������� �������� ���� ��� '��� ������������ ���� ���������� ������������

��������!������������������
�����"�

(����$	�� 
���������� 
�		� ����� ������
�� ��� ��������
 �� ��� ��������� ���� ���������� ��������� ���)���
���������� ����� ������ �����
��� ��� �� �������� �������� ���"����� 
���
��!� ��� ������� ��� 
����
����� ���������
���� �����
���� �������� ������� 
��	��$�� �� ������
�� �� �������"� ���	�
����� ����	�� ��	�� �� 
������� ��������
	�
�������������������$�������	������������*������� ����"�

���	!����
����������+++�

But what about using competency standards for planning career 
progression and promotions for presently employed workers? It is 
relatively easy to use various combinations of the competency standards 
to describe the job roles in an enterprise. Workers can then see the 
particular skills that they need to perform at different levels in the 
organization. They may decide to gain these skills by seeking further 
training or by taking advantage of opportunities to work with more 
experienced co-workers to build up their skill levels.  

If both employer and employee are working from the same 
description of the skills required by using competency standards, there is 
no confusion about what is needed to progress to different and higher-
paid work in an enterprise. 
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Remuneration decisions 

How can employers use competency standards to assis t with 
remuneration decisions? 

Often workers seek increased pay and working conditions because 
they believe that the work they do deserves more recognition or their 
productivity increases over time as they become more efficient. However, 
employers must make judgements about better remuneration based on 
objective evidence so that everyone in the workplace is treated fairly and 
all their workers are appropriately rewarded. 

As noted in the previous section, competency standards can be used 
to define various jobs in an enterprise so that a standard benchmark of 
skills applies in each case. Employers can then negotiate with an 
individual worker or group of workers in similar job roles to determine fair 
pay and conditions. This will show how jobs that use different or higher-
level skills may justify a higher pay rate.  

Of course, just because someone applies more skills and knowledge 
to undertake a particular job does not mean it should attract higher 
remuneration than another person who may appear lesser skilled. Work 
has other attributes that should be considered, such as accountability 
and responsibility for others.  

As an example, a person operating a tower crane on a high-rise 
building may, when observed, appear to use fewer and less complex 
competencies than say, a fully qualified carpenter. But the responsibility 
aspects of a crane operator moving many tonnes of materials around a 
crowded worksite is very high and deserves special recognition because 
it is a very stressful role. Work that is potentially dangerous, physically 
demanding and performed in dirty or very hot or cold environments can 
also be reasons to differentiate remuneration. 

Where increasing skill or responsibility/accountability levels are more 
obvious through using competency standards to compare jobs, it is 
possible for employers to make sound decisions on appropriate pay 
scales. This approach is more transparent for employees to see and 
understand and can lead to fewer disputes about fair pay and conditions.  

An important factor to remember is that competency standards 
should be used to measure the skills used in the actual jobs – which 
may not use all the skills an employee has. It is often the case that a 
worker will have many existing skills and experience that are not 
specifically required to perform the job currently held. Having an “extra” 
suite of skills is useful for a person to progress in their career later, but 
employers usually expect to pay for skills used – not those held by a 
worker. A person may hold an engineering qualification, but if the job is 
driving a forklift, then performing that role should be what defines their 
pay rate. 
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Training organizations  

 

 

 

Curriculum development 

How can education and training organizations use co mpetency 
standards for curriculum development? 

As every teacher and learning manager knows, developing 
curriculum is a complex and detailed task requiring considerable input 
from experts in the area of training to be delivered. The DACUM 
(Developing a Curriculum) occupational analysis method is often used to 
develop the curriculum scope and primary content, which is then 
analysed and whittled into distinct subjects and learning outcomes for a 
full programme. 

Competency standards can assist curriculum development by 
shortening the initial scoping work that analyses vocational roles for the 
training. Competency standards development has already looked in 
detail at many industry tasks and whole occupational roles to determine 
the range of skills and knowledge needed in each case. This has been 
disaggregated for individual jobs into units of competency that can be 
combined in many different ways. 

In considering a simple curriculum design flow, there are four main 
elements: 

AIMS TRAINING 
METHODS

ASSESSMENT 
STRATEGIES

OUTCOMES
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It is important to remember that competency standards are not 
descriptions of the learning process itself or of any particular method for 
training and assessment. That is rightly the preserve of education and 
training professionals when considering the needs of their learner 
groups. But the competency standards do provide a well-established 
and validated description of actual work outcomes in various industries, 
so a training programme can be designed for learners to achieve them. 
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At this level, the curriculum development can take shape because the 
unit titles provide a systematic and logical format for the programme 
subjects.  

At the discretion of the curriculum developer, some of the 
competency units could be combined into a single subject; for example, 
units G21 and G22 (above) could be delivered as a single course 
subject entitled “Prepare and manage business finances through a 
budget” or something similar. There does not have to be a one-to-one 
relationship between the units of competency and course subjects. 

An important benefit is that the detail in each competency standards 
unit is a ready-made source of useful information for the curriculum 
developer. For example, unit number G27 (above) has the following 
details on what a course subject should cover: 

a. preparing a business plan that meets management 
requirements, uses all relevant sources of information and 
promotes and enhances the opportunities of the organization 
to meet and extend its operational objectives; 

b. implementing the business plan across the whole organization 
in a coherent and effective manner; 
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c. monitoring the business plan for effectiveness, and enhancing 
and amending as required to maintain maximum operational 
outcomes. 

It also includes the critical skills and essential knowledge learners will 
demonstrate, such as: 

�  in-depth knowledge of business planning techniques 

�  broad legal and business liability issues as appropriate to the 
industry context 

�  economic issues which impact business performance 

�  business knowledge, including current trends, structures and 
government policies 

�  internal and external business environments as appropriate to the 
industry context 

�  communication and leadership skills 

�  research skills 

�  ability to develop and implement a business plan within a specific 
workplace; an integrated approach is required 

�  knowledge of all the items covered in the “evidence and the ability to 
apply that knowledge to a specific industry” context. 

Once establishing the formative aspects of the curriculum, the 
developer can use his/her educational expertise to plan the appropriate 
training and assessment approaches for the content. For example, the 
first aspect of preparing a business plan may lend itself to a simulation 
exercise in which the learners are given a description of a company 
mission statement, structure, workforce breakdown, production targets 
and financial balance sheet in order to draft a viable plan for business 
improvement. Of course, if the learners are already employed in a 
relevant business and can access similar workplace documentation, the 
learning would be far more meaningful. Assessment of the developed 
business plan would be the same in either case. 

Other strategies could be used for introducing the learners to the 
essential skills and knowledge, such as broad economic issues 
impacting on businesses and legal and government requirements a 
business plan must cover. These change over time and sometimes quite 
rapidly, so competency standards are deliberately not too specific. 
Curriculum should also not include too many specific references to legal 
acts or business compliance requirements in case they go out of date 
too quickly. It is not detailed knowledge of specific legal documentation 
that the learner requires to develop a business plan but the competency 
to understand how business is impacted on by certain legal issues and 
what sort of information should be accessed when planning to deal with 
this.  
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Competency u nits 
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Training and assessment resources 

How can education and training originations use com petency 
standards to develop training and assessment resour ces? 

Designing training and assessment resources is one of the most 
difficult and time-consuming aspects of training. Even with good 
curriculum documentation, the trainer still has to determine how best to 
expose the learners to the various knowledge and skill components of a 
vocational programme and ensure they can reliably achieve the 
competency outcomes. 

The units of competency state the performance required in logical 
sequence and indicate the critical aspects of performance and the 
required knowledge that underpins this. It is therefore a detailed and 
structured framework for learning outcomes and can be used directly to 
design effective training resource materials.  

It is necessary to remember that each unit of competency is not a 
subject in a course. The units set out how work is organized and the 
sequence of task performance – but this may not always be how the 
training should be conducted.  

 

For example, the knowledge required to work efficiently may overlap 
several units of competency. Thus, it can make sense to recognize this 
and not repeat the same knowledge exposition over and over again.  

Real work does not usually fall into categories that reflect individual 
units or elements of competency. A real-work activity draws on a range 
of competencies at once. Good training and assessment resources will 
recognize synergies and bring together relevant topics to make the 
learning meaningful and practical. 
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Therefore, a good training and assessment approach will involve 
clustering a number of competencies to reflect a real-work task or 
particular job role. The degree to which someone could (or may need to) 
cluster a number of units together to reflect a real-work activity will vary 
between training courses. Courses can contain sets of skills identified by 
groups or clusters of units of competency that meet specific work roles 
or regulated/licensed activities, which may be treated together for good 
practice assessment.  

For training resource purposes, clustering units is a defining of the 
relevant groups that fulfil a particular function and include a brief 
explanation. 
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Clustering should take account of the work activity, the assessment 
context, the training and assessment arrangements for the course plus 
time, resource, facility and personnel considerations. Appropriate 
clustering is a key way to ensure that training and assessment are 
holistic. Clustering, where it is appropriate, may also result in reducing 
the time and cost of training.  

When designing training and assessment resources, competency 
units can be a source of useful information on the types of evidence of 
skills and knowledge required to ensure the learner is competent.  

The following is a simple evidence resource with example entries for 
assessing a competency standard dealing with sustainable 
environmental practices in a manufacturing context. 
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Specifying equipment and building requirements 

How can education and training organizations use co mpetency 
standards to assist in designing training facilitie s and identifying 
needed equipment? 

In the absence of sufficiently detailed course documentation or where 
a training facility must serve multiple purposes, competency standards 
can be a good guide to the sort of infrastructure and equipment needed 
to train and assess well. 

Relevant competency units can be interpreted to decide the type of 
experiences a learner will need to achieve the competency outcomes. 
This may mean not just having a teacher demonstrate a particular 
competency but the capacity for the learner to practise new skills and 
apply required knowledge. Where this is the case, simply providing the 
equipment or a demonstration space will be insufficient.  
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Workers’ organizations and individuals 

 

 

 

Workers’ organizations 

Many unions or workers’ organizations are heavily involved in helping 
their members identify skills to help in collective bargaining and various 
negotiations with employers.  They can be specified in agreements to 
ensure that their members gain additional skills in the workplace and can 
also be used by workers’ organizations to arrange training programmes 
for their members. 

Union-learn is one example of the ways that unions can use 
competency standards; the British Trades Union Congress (the main 
national body of trade unions) set up Unionlearn in 2006 with 
government funding to help unions become “learning organizations” and 
help them to broker learning opportunities for their members. The 
website includes sections on negotiating learning agreements and 
strategies for supporting learners. (Refer to the Unionlearn website for 
more details: http://www.unionlearn.org.uk) 

Individuals 

Assessing current competencies 

How can individuals use competency standards to ass es their 
own skills? 
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People often want to know exactly what vocational skills they posses 
in order to apply for a new job or to justify asking for a promotion in their 
existing employment. Being clear on exactly what skills someone 
possesses is not as easy as compiling formal qualifications or collecting 
past job descriptions. This is because what was learned in a training 
course some years ago may no longer be relevant in the current 
employment or want to do in the future; and everyone gains additional 
skills and knowledge through life and work experience over time. 

A person working successfully but assuming that his/her skills are 
defined adequately by the subject titles on a qualification gained ten 
years previously is likely to be selling themselves seriously short in the 
job market. More importantly, experience in one or more jobs builds up a 
person’s capacity to understand and adapt to new environments. This 
means that someone who has worked successfully in, say a travel 
agency, has a range of skills that would be valuable in many other 
service sector employment roles, such as customer service, 
communication skills and the ability to undertake a range of 
administrative and management tasks. These are described as 
“transferable skills”. 

While it may be obvious that a person will gain more and more 
valuable workplace skills over time and with various experiences, there 
is no simple way to find out what these are or to provide evidence of 
having them to a prospective employer. Competency standards can help, 
as the following example illustrates. 
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The above example demonstrates that someone not sure what skills 
she possesses or how her current skills might assist in a new job role or 
promotion opportunity can use the detail and clarity of units of 
competency to assess her skills and compare them to what is required in 
roles she aspires to. 

Formal skills recognition 

How can workers’ organizations or individuals use c ompetency 
standards to assist in having existing skills recog nized formally? 

As described in the previous section, most people gain additional 
skills as they progress through life and various job roles. Not everything 
that a person learns is through a formal training programme that leads to 
a qualification or some other form of credential. But they still have the 
skills and naturally want to have these recognized to enhance future job 
options and remuneration.  

In countries where recognition is tied to particular courses, it can be 
difficult for an individual to find out what benchmark competencies are 
required for employment so that he/she can self-assess and, where 
appropriate, seek formal recognition through a training organization able 
to do this.  

Competency standards can be a good starting point for many 
recognition processes because they are not tied to a particular course or 
learning approach. They simply describe what someone is able to do 
and the knowledge they apply when performing to a required industry 
standard. Accessing relevant competency units can thus help a person 
make judgements about what skills he/she actually has before 
undertaking the next step in seeking formal assessment. 
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The previous example is a simple illustration of how well-designed 
units of competency, such as competency standards, can be easily used 
to develop self-assessment guides and allow people to make 
judgements about what skills they have and if they need more training 
and experience to reach the industry standard. 

Where there are no existing self-assessment guides like the previous 
example, a workers’ organization official or an individual can still look at 
units of competency and gain useful information on what the full extent 
of skills and knowledge is needed in many functions. They are described 
in non-academic terms and do not specify how the skills should be 
gained but simply what they are. 

In this process, there are many competing priorities for funding, such 
as buildings, equipment, teacher education, systems development and 
course development.  
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Conclusion 

As companies increase in size, they will have increasing organization 
and management demands regarding the employees. Training, 
recruitment and selection become more structured, and there is greater 
potential to incorporate competency standards into all aspects of a 
company human resource management system. Clearly, if the same set 
of competencies can be used in job descriptions, salary negotiations, 
discussions with partner training organizations and with licensing 
agencies, all parties will benefit considerably. 
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