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Did you know?...
The recently issued Railways and
Other Guided Transport Systems
Regulations (‘ROGS’) places
specific duties on organisations
to manage the competence and
fitness of their workers who are
engaged in safety-critical work. 

Regulation 24 requires organisations to
have a management system in place to
monitor the competence and fitness of
individuals and indicates that the HSE’s
guidance document ‘Developing and
Maintaining Staff Competence’ should
be used to assist development of an
appropriate system (as detailed above,
this publication has now been re-issued

by the ORR). The ROGS have also
widened the scope of who is likely to be
deemed to be carrying out ‘safety critical
work’. For the first time trainers are
included (where practical training of
a safety–critical task is being carried
out), meaning that trainers need to
be included within the scope of any
competence management system.
The Guidance to the ROGS makes it
clear that any task should be considered
to be ‘safety-critical’ if “…any failing in
the task could significantly affect the
health and safety of people in the
transport system”. ORR RSP3 provides
more detail on the scope of safety 
critical activities.

Welcome to the first edition of Competence Matters, 
the newsletter provided by RPD to keep you up to date regarding 
the latest developments in Competence Management Systems.
This newsletter will be covering a range of important matters such as regulations
changes, the role of national standards, human factors, technology, Competence
Management Systems, conferences, events and much more.  We would always
welcome your feedback on the content and we will be publishing case studies
and examples of competence issues that matter to you. 

matters

In March 2007 the Office of Rail Regulation (ORR)
published guidance on developing and maintaining staff
competence for use in the railway industry. 

This document, Railway Safety Publication 1 ‘Developing and maintaining
staff competence’ is an updated version of the Health & Safety
Executive’s Railway Safety Principles and Guidance of the same name. 
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The role of
national
standards
and NVQs

HSE-RPSG ORR-RSP1
What’s different?
The ORR RSP1 publication has updated the HSE’s Principles & Guidance for developing and
maintaining staff competence to take account of legislative changes, recent research and
practical experiences of those implementing competence management systems in the rail
industry. A summary of the differences is shown below:

Phase Principle Significant changes
1 Establish  1 Identify activities Need for risk assessment has an increased emphasis as a

requirements and assess risks result of ROGS requirements.
for the CMS

2 Select standards Competence standards should be clearly written to ensure that 
a consistent determination of competence can be achieved 
by assessors.
National vocational standards will generally require customising 
to cover risks associated with activities in degraded operations 
and emergency situations.
Competence standards should be widely available to staff  
and managers and presented in a user-friendly format to allow 
them to be used as working guides for competence development. 

2. Design the CMS 3 Develop procedures The role of ‘verifier’ should explicitly include providing advice and
and methods support to assessors.

4 Decide how to meet The methods used to assess competence should be 
the standards appropriate to the standards taking account of the complexity of 

the task, the potential for error detection and the immediacy of 
effect of non-competent performance.
Simulation events should replicate the real situation as closely 
as possible and those running the events should be competent 
to do so.

5 Establish requirements Assessor training should focus on the interpersonal skills
for training, development needed to develop the competence of others. Training activities
and assessment should follow a logical progression from normal operations to

degraded operations and then to emergency situations.
Candidates should have their competence assessed at stages
throughout a training programme, rather than a single
assessment at the end of the programme.

6 Maintain managers’ The competence of managers operating the CMS should be 
competencies monitored through verification activities - external and “one off”

qualifications should not be relied upon as being sufficient.

3 Implement the CMS 7 Select and recruit staff No change

8 Train, develop and The assessment of competent performance should be 
assess staff proportionate to the risks associated with the activity (e.g. high 

risk activities should be robustly assessed).

9 Control activities No significant change
undertaken

4 Maintain and develop 10 Monitor and reassess The reassessment frequencies used should be consistent with
competence staff performance other organisations using similar equipment. The rationale for

the reassessment frequencies should be documented.

11 Update the competence No significant change
of individuals

12 Manage sub-standard No change
performance

13 Keep records The need for safety-critical workers to carry a means of 
identification has been removed.

5 Verify, audit and 14 Verify and audit the CMS Scope of verification defined and includes effective support 
review the CMS activities for assessors.

Verification should be carried out by qualified assessors.

15 Review and feed back No change

Many rail organisations have used
national S/NVQ standards as the
baseline for measuring
competence. Whilst S/NVQs have
some significant benefits, they
also have drawbacks including

• They can require significant effort to
collate evidence, disproportionate to
the benefits achieved in terms of 
safety improvement

• Being generic, they do not necessarily
address local working methods

• They are not risk-based, meaning that
low-importance issues are treated the
same as high-importance issues

Indeed, the HSE recognise that S/NVQs
may not be appropriate on their own for
developing and maintaining competence.
Their Research Report ‘Competence
assessment for the hazardous industries’
noted that it was important that
organisations should:

“Recognise that NVQs by
their nature are limited to
assessment of on-the-job
performance and hence
may not cover infrequent
safety critical activities,
such as emergency
response, process upsets,
infrequent maintenance
activities etc.”

Therefore, national standards will probably
require amending and supplementing with
organisation-specific standards to ensure
that risks are adequately controlled.
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Competence is a combination of practical and thinking skills, experience,
knowledge and appropriate attitude (i.e. willingness to perform to the
required standards). Therefore any management system that attempts to
develop, monitor and maintain the competence of workers needs to focus
on these areas.

effective
competence
management

Principles of 

The guidance publication produced by the ORR recommends a structured
approach to developing, operating and checking a competence
management system:

The foundations of the competence management system is a robust
analysis of the tasks that staff have to perform and an assessment of the
risks associated with these activities. The risk assessment should also
inform the decision on what the appropriate methods for delivering and
assessing competence.

What 
you should
consider...

1. Have your activities been risk assessed to
determine those that require competence as 
a control?

2. Do your competence standards specify
appropriate methods of assessment taking
account of risks and opportunity to assess?

3. Are your staff issued with or able to access
easy-to-understand competence standards for
the activities they are expected to perform?

4. Are your coaches, trainers and assessors
themselves occupationally competent in the
safety critical activities they are expected 
to manage?

5. For high-risk/low frequency events 
(e.g. emergency situations) do you 
assess competence using controlled 
simulation exercises?

6. Are your trainers who deliver training for 
safety-critical tasks themselves classified as
‘safety critical’?

7. Is your system subject to regular verification
and review?

8. Does your verification activities provide
adequate support for trainers and assessors?

9. Do you have a documented process for the
effective management of your CMS that
addresses all the above items?

10. Have you reviewed your system against the
best-practice guidance issued by the Office of
the Rail Regulator?

NOT SURENOYES

NOT SURENOYES

NOT SURENOYES

NOT SURENOYES

NOT SURENOYES

NOT SURENOYES

NOT SURENOYES

NOT SURENOYES

NOT SURENOYES

NOT SURENOYES

The checklist below highlights some of
the most important features of an
effective competence management
system. Give your system a quick
‘health check’ by answering the
questions below:

C=
Competence

Risk-based competence management system

S+ ++
Skills

K
Knowledge

A
Attitude

Commitment
to perform

E
Experience

AbilityWillingness {
Solid foundations
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Phase 1: Establish requirements
for the CMS

• Verify and audit the CMS

• Review and feed back

• Monitor and reassess staff performance 
• Update the competence of individuals
• Manage sub-standard performance 
• Keep records

• Develop procedures and methods
• Decide how to meet the standards
• Establish requirements for training, 
 development and assessment
• Maintain managers’ competencies

Phase 2: Design the CMS

• Select and recruit staff 
• Train, develop and assess staff 
• Control activities undertaken

Phase 3: Implement the CMS

Phase 4: Maintain and develop 
competence

Phase 5: Verify, audit and review
the CMS

• Identify activities and assess risks
• Select standards
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