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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Over the past decade there has been increasing evidence of skills

shortages in the Construction Industry and concerns about the way in

which potential recruits are attracted, and new and existing personnel

are trained and qualified to meet industry needs.

The Standards of Competence to Improve Performance (SCIP) project

pushes forward the Government and industry’s plan to improve the

performance of the industry and the competence of its people. SCIP

focuses on examing how Occupational Standards could be used to

improve performance by introducing them into procurement

processes along with managing the culture and people issues that

affect industry performance.

For the project the term Competence was identified as:

"A recognised specification of expected individual performance

in employment which relates to an occupation."

This wide definition embraces Occupational Standards, learning and

development initiatives and competency frameworks.

The Project Objectives were to:

• Identify improvements to industry performance by integrating

the industry’s established framework of Occupational Standards 

into the performance requirements of design/construction

projects.

• Explore the relationship between project processes and outcomes

and the relevant competence of design/construction team 

members, together with team composition.

• Provide a means for clients and others to establish client, design,

construction teams and supply teams with the appropriate range 

of competencies to meet project needs.

• Disseminate the results to key industry organisations, including 

those promoting industry performance and best practice

The Key Findings were that:

• Project outcomes would benefit by incorporating Occupational 

Standards 

• Competitive advantage could be gained by using Occupational 

Standards 

• Proven relationship between competent project team and 

improved project outcomes 

• Procurement strategies a driver for promoting competence 

• Occupational Standards support current industry initiatives such as

Respect for People and Investors in People 

H O W  T H E  P R O J E C T  WA S  C A R R I E D  O U T

The Project was carried out in two stages - Desk and Field research

Desk research 

• Identified drivers from industry practice, Government and other 

stakeholder research, objectives and other initiatives.

• Determined the framework of the field research.

Field research

• Investigated current practice regarding the use of Occupational 

Standards, competencies and other development initiatives aimed

at improving project processes, and their potential impact on 

project outcomes.

• Identified the benefits and barriers of using Occupational 

Standards in projects.

• Collected and analysed data relating to current developments in 

procurement, education and training.

The field research identified a range of different types of construction

projects to participate in this study and approached the project teams,

to gain their co-operation. Personnel from a diverse mix of

construction infrastructure and building project teams were

interviewed. Members of other organisations were consulted to ensure

increased understanding of procurement, education and training.

Semi-structured interviews were carried out with people from the

participating organisations. These included: AMEC, Arup, Associated

Roofing and Maintenance, Babtie Group, Ballast Construction,

Birmingham City Council Transportation Department, Birse Civils,

Defence Estates, Drake and Skull Construction, Gardiner and Theobald,

Herzog and de Meuron, John Brady Associates, RMJM Partnership,

Shepherd Construction,The Highways Agency,Training for the Personal

Social Services (TOPSS), University of Cambridge Estates, Walter

Llewellyn and Sons, West Midland Training Centre.

The interview questions focussed on the following areas: the

construction project; selection of members of the project team-the

role of competencies in project procurement processes; the role and

competencies of the individual project team member; gaps in

competencies apparent to the project team; training undertaken for

the project; project progress and outcomes adherence to programme,

attitude to risk, control of costs, defects, health and safety, team

behaviour, waste, whole life costing; views on the costs and benefits of

using Occupational Standards and other forms of competence

development.
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OCCUPATIONAL STANDARDS

Introduction

Occupational Standards, and the National Vocational Qualifications

and Scottish Vocational Qualifications (NVQs/SVQs) that were

derived from them, are a Government-initiated movement. Their

purpose is to enhance the performance of individuals in the workplace

by setting benchmarks that also drive training and vocational

education to meet rigorous current standards. This will in turn

improve the performance of British Industry.

Occupational Standards define the competence needed to

successfully complete job functions to a nationally recognised

standard. They have been developed by, and for, industry people. The

separate components that make up job roles, represent a benchmark

of industry best practice. They provide a powerful multi-purpose tool

for the sector.

NVQs/SVQs provide a ready-packaged selection of Occupational

Standards developed by, and for a particular industry group or

discipline. Occupational Standards and NVQs/SVQs are regularly

reviewed so that they reflect the changing needs of working practice

in industry.

CIC is engaged in consolidating the construction industry's higher level

Occupational Standards and NVQs/SVQs and supporting their

implementation within the built environment through its clients,

employers and infrastucture.

Implementing Occupational Standards

To assist the industry, CIC published ‘Using Standards to Raise

Performance – a User’s Guide’ – designed to help organisations

(particularly small and medium employers) and individuals, to use

Occupational Standards. A  variety of applications are available to

improve  personal and organisational performance and competitive

advantage.

Part of CIC’s implementation plans for Occupational Standards is to

forge links between the various qualifying systems in the industry ie

academic, vocational and professional (including structured CPD). An

opportunity exists to form an inter-locking system for the whole

industry, with Occupational Standards being the common language,

enabling clear paths of progression for individuals between the

qualifying systems. A substantial amount of development has already

been completed that indicates how Occupational Standards and

NVQs/SVQs can inform curriculum development and be matched to

academic programmes. Similar mechanisms are currently being

explored for Professional qualifications.

The use of Occupational Standards facilitates best practice and change

in a variety of ways including:

• Providing a benchmark of best practice through the specification of

knowledge, skills and personal competencies required in job roles,

under the full range of required conditions, to standards of practice

required by the industry.

• Using competence-based job descriptions facilitates recruitment 

based on competencies required for the job.

• Ensuring fairness of process in personal development and 

assessment.

• Providing a means of developing consistency of performance and 

quality across the work group.

• Providing a framework for workforce planning.

• Providing the means to respond to changes in skill requirements.

• Through development and assessment of common and shared 

competencies, promotes flexibility in working practices (including 

multi-skilling).

• By valuing individual specialisms and recognising potential, enables

an organisation to manage diversity.

• Assisting the development of career paths, provides a systematic 

approach to continuous professional development thereby 

enhancing organisational capacity and employee retention.

• Developing managerial competencies in a wide range of technical 

and professional occupations.

• Providing a framework for evaluation of the organisations 

investment in training development.
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T H E  P R O J E C T  F I N D I N G S

The study findings are presented under the following headings:

• What are the drivers for change?

• What are the skill needs and skill supply issues?

• What are the links between training and critical success factors 

that affect construction project progress and outcomes?

• What is the potential for the use of competencies in procurement

processes?

• What is the potential for the use of Occupational Standards and 

competence frameworks by project organisations?

• What are the issues for training policy and provision in 

organisations?

What are the drivers for change?

• The impact of skill shortages in many occupations and levels in the

construction industry.

• The Construction Skills Certification Scheme (CSCS). The pressure

to attain a fully carded workforce that CSCS requires will greatly 

increase the number of NVQ/SVQ registrations over time.

• Safety is a key driver behind initiatives aimed at moving towards a

competent workforce. The Major Contractors’ Group have adopted

the Prescott revitalised Health and Safety strategy and are 

committed to a fully ‘carded’ workforce by the end of 2003.

• The positive exercise of client leadership skills in procurement 

processes.

• Contract implementation requirements.

• The framework of Occupational Standards together with 

recognition by Professional Institutions of NVQs/SVQs as criteria 

for membership.

• The increasing recognition by organisations of the value of the 

competence-based approach to ‘people issues’.

What are the skill needs and skill supply?

Respondents provided examples on construction project outcomes

and working arrangements, of the impact of skills shortages in

particular occupations: craft workers, some approved plant operatives,

civil engineers (impacting on both design and construction), middle

managers and project managers.

Project management teams emphasised the importance of technical

skills in their leadership and decision-making roles. Management skills,

project resourcing, personal management skills were identified as

being central to their roles and responsibilities.

Gaps in the collective competencies of individuals in the project team:

design competencies (shortages, timeliness, buildability), site 

work experience/competencies, teamworking competencies

(communication issues, role overlap, role gaps, different

interpretations of contractual roles and responsibilities).

Individuals from Project teams were eager to acquire knowledge and

skills outside their original discipline in order to increase their skills in

working and managing complex projects.

Discussion in the interviews supported the suggestions made in recent

industry reports, that the development and promotion of core

learning across all disciplines in the built environment at all levels of

education and training, together with attention to the development of

career paths, would have a positive impact on recruitment, retention

and teamworking skills.

Factors relating to organisational and team competencies sometimes

hindered the exercise of individual competencies. This finding

supports the statement in Accelerating Change that corporate

competence is a vital adjunct to the requirement to engage

competent workers.
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What are the links between training and critical success factors that

affect construction project progress and outcomes?

Eight critical success factors were identified to be used in assessing

progress and outcomes in relation to the competence of members of

project teams: safety, defects, waste, attitude to risk, team behaviour,

adherence to programme, control of cost, whole life costing.

• Areas where training was thought to have resulted in 

improvements in performance: safety, attitude to risk, control of 

costs.

• Areas where training was helpful but was only one of many factors

impacting on performance: teamworking (this was recognised by 

respondents as a key competency).

• Areas where improvements could be achieved through training:

defects waste.

• Areas where there were performance problems were due to many

factors: adherence to programme (lack of information,

communication systems and issues, planning skills, lack of 

timeliness in decision-making and skill shortages/gaps).

• There was some evidence that factors relating to organisational 

and team competencies sometimes hindered the exercise of 

individual competencies. This finding supports the statement in 

Accelerating Change that corporate competence is a vital adjunct 

to the requirement to engage competent workers.

What is the potential for the use of competencies in the procurement

processes?

The incorporation of the various aspects of competence into contracts

presents little problem in drafting. For example, many clients use

tender evaluation criteria which include assessment of competencies;

contracts exist which contain provision for project specific training;

and clauses are already being used by some large clients to specify

required individual and team competencies along the supply chain.

Early indications suggest it is potentially more useful to focus on the

outputs the competence standards provide, rather than measuring the

amount of training inputs.

Clients assess organisational capacity and competence to handle

culture and people issues (including training), of supply chain

members prior to contract. One client organisation in the study had

developed a sophisticated toolkit for this purpose. This practice

supports the view in Accelerating Change of the importance of

corporate competence.

Competencies of potential members of project management teams

are assessed by clients in a range of ways: the use of CVs, experience

and personal reputation.

The competence of individuals in sub-contractor, service and supply

organisations in the supply chain are assessed in various ways

including: rating on the Client database, tender submissions, training

and record cards, method statements, observation.

Examples were evident of members of the Major Contractors’ Group

and public sector organisations in the study, actively promoting the

use of a competent workforce.

Public sector clients in this study acknowledged their leadership role

and their ability to take forward the Latham and Egan agenda through

their procurement strategies. Key elements of this approach include:

an emphasis on developing ‘Intelligent Client Competencies’, the

development of a collaborative culture through framework

agreements, prime contracting, preferred suppliers or partnering,

assessment of organisational culture.

What is the potential for the use of Occupational Standards and

competence frameworks by project organisations?

Occupational Standards are widely used and valued by employers for

identifying and meeting training and development needs, particularly

at NVQ/SVQ levels 1-3. Respondents did not have the same level of

awareness of the CIC Occupational Standards for management and

professional levels NVQ/SVQ levels 3-5.

The study found that a number of organisations had developed their

own competency frameworks. These frameworks were most

frequently used for assessment, appraisal and development purposes.

There is evidence of increasing linkage between industry education

and training programmes and Occupational Standards/NVQs/SVQs.

Occupational Standards are also being recognised by professional

institutions as criteria for membership. NVQ candidates interviewed

in the study generally  now have routes directly in to an increasing

number of professional institutions.

NVQ candidates gave many examples of the ways in which their job

performance had improved as a result of working towards NVQ

assessment: wider knowledge, better understanding and improved

implementation of organisational procedures, improved interpersonal

skills and problem-solving, safety benefits, avoiding mistakes, greater

efficiency.

Personal benefits identified by NVQ candidates included: a sense of

achievement, greater confidence and job satisfaction, career

development, increased employability.

Other people interviewed identified benefits to project outcomes in

using industry Occupational Standards: increased skills, consistency of

performance, ability to verify competence, reductions in risk and

defects, the provision of a level playing field for the selection of staff

and tendering purposes, contract and commercial

benefits/competitive advantage.

Benefits to recruitment and retention were also identified: reduction

in skill shortages, greater job satisfaction, improved morale, greater

loyalty and staff retention.
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What are the issues for training policy and provision in organisations?

Training Needs Assessment followed a planned approach in all

organisations in the study, most frequently through the staff appraisal

and development process.

The principal training cost identified by respondents was time.

Pressure of work was sometimes a deterrent to taking up training

opportunities. Respondents working to achieve NVQs/SVQs or other

qualifications which involved portfolio development, reported that

considerable effort and personal time was necessary to prepare for

assessment. For those working on site this sometimes gave rise to

concerns about work-life balance.

There was evidence of a culture that facilitated individual

development in most organisations studied. There were many

examples of commitment by managers and supervisors to the

development of their staff, including the widespread use of

mentoring.

There is no standard/recognised way of costing training provided by

employers in the UK.There are particular difficulties in costing training

based on Occupational Standards/NVQs/SVQs as it is difficult to

predict the time/other cost requirements of assessments based on job

related outcomes job related outcomes – individuals have different

starting points.

These costing difficulties, together with the project based nature of

the industry and the mobility of the workforce, are factors which

contribute to difficulties in costing capacity building initiatives into

projects.

Difficulties in implementing skill development initiatives to project

specifications mean that training plans are cut if project costs are

higher than budget allocations than budget allocations. For this

reason it is more advantageous to specify required competence

outputs, rather than training inputs.

At craft and operative levels there are concerns that the differential

levels of knowledge and experience required by any one person for the

tasks in today’s industry do not always fit into the structure, content

and level of existing NVQs/SVQs.

S T A N D A R D S  O F  C O M P E T E N C E  T O  I M P R O V E  P E R F O R M A N C E 5

K E Y  C O N C L U S I O N S

1. The field study identified the benefits (and hence the 

potential for improvement) to project outcomes of using 

Occupational Standards and a competence-based approach 

to ‘people issues’ particularly in recruitment, retention,

assessment, training and development.

2. Respondents identified the potential for gaining competitive

advantage and enhancing quality through the use of 

Occupational Standards.

3. The correlation between the competencies of project teams 

and project outcomes, and the provision of a systematic 

means for improving competencies to meet project needs,

has been firmly established.

4. Procurement strategies have been shown to be a driver for 

promoting the use of competencies.

5. The benefits of using Occupational Standards are closely 

related to the principles and indicators of the Investors in 

People standard, the Respect for People KPIs and achieving a

qualified workforce.



WHAT NEXT?

Implementation: Taking Action

The Standards of Competence to Improve Performance project has

identified the central importance of ‘competence’ to moving the

industry forward. The industry’s own Occupational Standards have

evolved from over 12 years of development as a valuable tool. Other

work has developed the means to support their application by

individuals, employers, education and training providers and industry

bodies, for a wide variety of industry uses. They have gradually grown

in recognition by enlightened employers, professional institutions and

industry bodies.

However, the Occupational Standards have not yet achieved their

wider potential recognition and use, and have not yet been exploited

to the full potential, that government and industry investment

deserve. As industry bodies search for ways to ‘Accelerate Change’, the

need to focus on the industry’s people is highlighted. An industry

cannot change unless its people are enabled to change.

For this reason, those involved in setting policy for, and the

implementation of, procurement, recruitment, development,

education, training, qualification, and recognition of competent

people in the built environment sector, are challenged to take action.

In relation to each individual’s and organisation’s own initiatives, there

is a need to exploit the potential to use and incorporate the industry’s

Occupational Standards. In this way the industry can adopt a more

cohesive means of linking its people initiatives using the same

‘common currency’ of its own Occupational Standards.

What can your Organisation do?

The following areas are some of the ways that organisations are

challenged to take action:

Promoting Awareness, Understanding and Use of Occupational

Standards in Managing People Issues

• To increase awareness and understanding of the CIC Occupational

Standards for management and professional levels and their 

potential benefits to all stakeholders in the construction industry.

• To increase the use of Occupational Standards in the whole 

spectrum of managing culture and people issues: job design,

recruitment, development of career paths, performance 

assessment, learning and development, managing change and 

workforce planning.

• To explore the feasibility of mapping organisational competency 

frameworks against Occupational Standards to develop 

consistency and quality in procurement processes and maximise 

career development and accreditation opportunities.

Promoting capacity building initiatives allied to projects and

developing the necessary infrastructure for delivering Occupational

Standards/NVQs/SVQs.

• To develop ways of overcoming barriers to developing the 

competent workforce. This includes: the ability to cost the delivery

of NVQs/SVQs with greater certainty, increasing the number of 

assessors, supporting On-site Assessment and Training (OSAT) and

off-site training.

• To focus on ways of securing additional funding for employers 

(especially SMEs), since funding is the key driver in enabling 

qualification targets to be met.

• To identify and develop toolkits (many of which already exist  - 

Occupational Standards Database, "User’s Guide", CPD Guide, IiP 

links, SME support materials, education and training guidance 

materials etc.) that provide advice and guidance to assist individual

employers and industry organisations to take forward the use of 

Occupational Standards and work towards an all qualified 

workforce.

Relating Occupational Standards to current industry initiatives to

improve performance

• To use Occupational Standards to specify competencies required 

of designated members of exemplar projects and/or members of 

the supply chain.

• To promote the use of Occupational Standards as specifications of

competence in tender documents building on exemplar projects 

and current best practice.

• To investigate ways in which corporate competence can facilitate 

the development and use of individual and team working 

competencies.

• To identify action required to increase the proportion of 

organisations attaining the Investors in People (IiP) standard and 

reinforcing the links with Occupational Standards.

• To integrate Occupational Standards with industry performance 

initiatives such as benchmarking and Respect for People KPI and 

Training.

• To identify the specific key stakeholders who can lead the 

development and initiation of the above actions. These 

stakeholders will include, for example, Government and its 

agencies, Industry Strategic Forum, Industry performance initiative

bodies, Professional Institutions, clients, accreditation bodies,

Sector Skills Councils, Awarding bodies, CIC, Contract producing 

bodies, employers and academic institutions. This might be best 

implemented by convening a workshop of stakeholders.
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