
Competency of Occupational 
Health Nurses 

Prof. Eunsuk Choi, PhD, MPH, COHN-S, RN 

 

Kyungpook National University College of Nursing 

President-elect of the Korean Academic Society of Occupational Health 
Nursing 



2 

The professionals involved in the occupational health 

team includes, some or all of the following:  

1. occupational health nurses  

2. occupational health physicians 

3. industrial hygienists  

4. safety engineers 

5. work organization specialists 

6. psychologists  

7. Counsellors 

8. physiotherapists.  

9. ergonomists  

10.health economists  

11.academic researchers and others 
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Occupational Health Nurses 

Occupational health nurses (OHNs) play a key role in occupational 

health (OH) services globally. 

OHNs are the single largest healthcare profession involved in 

workplace health management. 

OHNs  work at the interface between the workforce and management. 

OHNs are at the frontline in helping to protect and promote the health 

of working populations. 

 

OHNs should respond to a wide range of health issues and questions. 

OHNs require skills to meet the workforce‟s physical and psychosocial 

needs. 
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The job of Occupational Health Nurses 1 
(https://www.graduatenursingedu.org/occupational-health-nurse/) 

The job of an occupational health nurse is to provision for preventative measures that 

ensure the health and safety of workers in virtually any type of work setting, particularly 

those settings in which injury may be more likely due to the presence of toxins, machinery, 

or heavy equipment.  

Working closely with employers and management, occupational health nurses strive to 

ensure that all health and safety standards are met in an effort to safeguard the health and 

well being of employees in corporate, industrial, governmental, or academic settings.  

Although they function in a collaborative relationship with employers, occupational health 

nurses always act as advocates for the rights of employees by ensuring access to 

preventative health and safety measures. 

It is the occupational health nurse who works toward maximizing employee productivity and 

overall health and safety so that disability claims, on-the-job injury claims, and absenteeism 

are all greatly reduced. As such, occupational health nurses create a safer and healthier 

work environment to the benefit of all. 



5 

The job of Occupational Health Nurses  2 
(https://www.graduatenursingedu.org/occupational-health-nurse/) 

The job duties of an occupational health nurse may include: 

Developing and implementing health and safety programs 

Developing disease prevention programs, such as smoking cessation, exercise, 

and healthy eating programs 

Documenting all employee injuries and illnesses within the workplace 

Observing and assessing the work environment for potential dangers and hazards 

Treating injuries and illnesses for employees, including follow-ups and referrals 

Overseeing and implementing emergency and disaster preparedness programs 

and planning 

Serving as a gatekeeper for healthcare services, including rehabilitation and 

disability matters 

Counseling employees on physical and mental health issues and guiding them 

toward community resources and/or employee assistance programs 

Monitoring the health status of employees 

Conducting research on the effects of hazardous work conditions or workplace 

exposures, which may include gathering data and reporting findings to the 

employer 
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Occupational and Environmental Nurses Today 

(AAOHN, 2018) 

 The role of the occupational health nurse is a multi-faceted and diverse one, 

as these advanced nursing professionals serve as healthcare providers, safety 

inspectors, educators, and architects of new health and safety measures and 

programs.  

Modern roles of OHNs are as diverse as clinicians to educators, case 

managers to corporate directors and consultants. The OHN‟s responsibilities 

have expanded immensely to encompass a wide range of job duties. 

Case management: OHNs routinely coordinate and manage the care of ill 

and injured workers. Their roles as case managers have grown more 

sophisticated with the coordination and management of work-related and non 

work-related injuries and illnesses, which include aspects related to group 

health, workers‟ compensation, and short-term/long-term disability benefits.   
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Occupational and Environmental Nurses Today  

2(AAOHN, 2018) 

 Counseling and crisis intervention: Besides counseling workers about work-related 

illnesses and injuries, OHNs often counsel for issues such as substance abuse, 

psychosocial needs, wellness/health promotion concerns, and other health or work-

related concerns. They may also assume primary responsibility for managing 

employee assistance programs or handling referrals to employee assistance 

programs and/or other community resources, and coordinate follow-up.  

Health promotion and risk reduction: OHNs design programs that support positive 

lifestyle changes and individual efforts to lower risks of disease and injury and the 

creation of an environment that provides a sense of balance among work, family, 

personal, health, and psychosocial concerns. Immunization, smoking cessation, 

exercise/fitness, nutrition and weight control, stress management, monitoring of 

chronic diseases, and effective use of medical services are just a few of the 

preventive strategies to keep workers healthy and productive.  
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Occupational and Environmental Nurses Today  

3(AAOHN, 2018) 

Legal and regulatory compliance: OHNs work with employers on compliance 

with regulations and laws affecting workers and the workplace.  

 

Worker and workplace hazard detection: OHNs recognize and identify 

hazards; monitor, evaluate, and analyze these hazards by conducting 

research on the effects of workplace exposures; and gather and use health 

and hazard data to select and implement preventive and control measures as 

a continual process. Examples include an analysis of the effects of toxic 

chemical exposure, development of plans to prevent work-related accidents, 

and an analysis of groups, not just individuals, to detect patterns, trends, 

changes, and commonalities as in pandemic situations.  
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Definition of Competence 

Competence can be defined as:  

“The combination of training, skills, experience and knowledge that a person  

      has and their ability to apply them to perform a task safely. Other factors,  

     such as attitude and physical ability, can also affect someone‟s competence”  

     (HSE, 2017). 

“The state of having the knowledge, judgment, skills, energy, experience and m

otivation required to respond adequately to the demands of one‟s professional re

sponsibilities” (Roach, 1992). 
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An example of competence  
(PDG: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/patient-group-directions-pgds/patient-group-directions-who-can-use-them) 

 

In OH practice OH nurses may have to deal with overseas business 
travellers and this may involve the administration of immunisations. 
The OH nurse will need to have the following evidence-based know
ledge and skills on overseas travel and the administration of immun
isations to undertake this work: 

How long before travel will immunisations need to be given to prot
ect the worker and what time needs to be allowed between doses a
nd/or different types of immunisations to complete the course? 

The type of immunisations, their contraindications and side-effects
. 

How and where it is administered. 

How to deal with anaphylaxis and be up to date with procedures. 

How to dispose of clinical waste in a community setting, i.e. outsid
e a healthcare facility. 

What other information is needed for travellers to specific countrie
s and where to go for that up-to-date information. 

Record keeping. 
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Ladder of competence 

Ignorance, 
misplaced 
confidence 

Aware of 
Imitations 

Growing 
confidence 
and skills 

„Autopilot‟ risk of 
complacency 

Fully present, 
sensitive to 
context and 
opportunity 

• Unconscious 
Incompetence 

• Conscious 
Incompetence 

• Conscious 
Competence 

• Unconscious 
Competence 

• Mindful 
Competence 

Ladder of competence (Rogers, 2007) 
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OH Nursing career and competence development 

Gaining knowledge, skills and experience in OH practice 

will help to develop the nurse from „novice to expert‟  

 

The Royal College of Nursing guidance on OH nursing 

career and competence development has developed OH 

nurse competence dimensions and level descriptors for 

practice from competent through experience to expert. 
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OH nurse competence dimensions by Royal College 

of Nursing 

• self-assessment 

• core transferable skills 

• Core leadership and management skills 

• core quality assurance and research skills  

• legal and ethical issues 

• risk assessment 

• public health, health promotion, protection and surveillance 

• psychological and psychosocial interventions 

• attendance management , case management and rehabilitation 

• ergonomics 

• occupational hygiene 

• maintaining safety and accident  control 
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OH nurse competence level by Royal College of Nursing 

COMPETENT OHN EXPERIENCED OHN EXPERT OHN 

• First level 
registered nurse  

• 2 years post basic 
experience  

• Post basic 
education and 
training equivalent 
to university 
diploma 

• Works under 
guidance of 
established 
protocols and 
procedures at 
operational level  

• Maintains safe 
and competent 
practice  

• Two years 
experience in OH 
setting  

• Post basic 
education and 
training equivalent 
to university degree 

• Holds or working 
toward a recordable 
OHN qualification 
with the NMC  

• Develops and 
establishes 
protocols and 
procedures at 
operational level  

• Develops and leads 
on safe and 
competent practice 

• Five years experience in 
OH setting  

• Post basic education 
and training equivalent 
to university higher 
degree  

• Holds a recordable OHN 
qualification with the 
NMC  

• Develops, leads and 
establishes protocols 
and procedures at 
operational and strategic 
levels 

• Innovates, develops and 
leads on safe and 
competent practice 

• Leads and develops 
consultant occupational 
nursing and consultancy 
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COMPETENT  EXPERIENCED  EXPERT  

• Under supervision I am able to 
• plan and carry out initial 

assessments for a range of clients 
using an evidence-based and client-
centred approach to practice  

• monitor clients within working 
environments  

• prescribe care for a range of clients 
within working environment  

• in collaboration with others, 
implement a plan of care for a 
range of clients using an evidence-
based approach and client-centered 
approach  

• set and monitor clients’ goals using 
an evidence-based and client-
centered approach to practice, in 
collaboration with clients and other 
members of the team  

• evaluate a plan of care for a range 
of clients using an evidence-based 
and client-centered approach to 
practice  

• make decisions about priorities of 
care for a range of clients within the 
working environment, in 
collaboration with clients and other 
team members  

• initiate interventions for clients 
within the working environment 
  

 

• With minimum guidance and 
supervision I am able to:  

• decide on priorities within the care 
setting for a range of clients  

• organize a team of others to deliver 
the care of a range of clients within a 
working environment  

• initiate the care of a range of client 
groups in different occupational 
settings  

• monitor the care of a range of clients 
within the working environment  

• facilitate others to set client goals 
using an evidence-based and client-
centered approach to practice, in 
collaboration with clients and other 
members of the team  

• challenge care practices and 
processes and decide on care 
priorities  

• interpret care practices and processes 
within the care setting  

• evaluate care practices and processes 
within a range of workplace 
environments  

• take responsibility for leading a team 
over time and facilitating others 
  

 

• Working autonomously I am able to: 
•take responsibility, without supervision 
and in any care setting. for monitoring 
interventions for the care of clients 
within the working environment  
•take responsibility for deciding on the 
priorities for care of clients within the 
working environment  
•take responsibility in any care setting 
for deciding on what may be best for 
the care of clients within the working 
environment  
•take responsibility for initiating 
interventions for the care of clients 
within the working environment  
•independently organize nursing care 
within the working environment  
•actively lead on developments in 
nursing practice and their day to day 
implementation  
•manage and lead an occupational 
health nursing team (particularly in the 
case of a nurse-led service); manage and 
lead the occupational health service  
•manage occupational health nursing 
resources (particularly in the case of a 
nurse-led service); manage resources for 
the occupational health service 
  
 

 

OHN competence dimensions as level descriptors for practice 

:occupational health nursing-self assessment (Royal College of Nursing, 2011) 
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COMPETENT  EXPERIENCED  EXPERT  

• Manage themselves and their 
workload and prioritise their own 
actions in the working environment  

• Participate in new initiatives and 
developments in practice and 
contribute to their evaluation  

• Relate to other members of the 
multidisciplinary team and participate 
as a team member through the 
whole chain of care  

• Gain insight into the occupational 
health agenda through an awareness 
of the local and national political 
agendas that impact their area of 
practice  

• Participate in the day to day delivery 
of internal and external services and 
contracts  

• Participate in occupational health 
and safety audit  

• Develop self through continued 
professional development activities  

• Adopt a patient-focused approach in 
service delivery  

• Utilise networking and political 
awareness to contribute to service 
development  

• Understand how the organisation 
works and how the nurse may 
influence change  

• Understand how economic and 
business arguments can lead to 
improvements in health and safety in 
the workplace  

• Contribute to the development of 
occupational health standards and policies, 
and assist in the development and 
establishment of protocols and procedures at 
operational level; develop and lead on safe 
and competent practice  

• Manage conflict situations in a sensitive and 
mediating way  

• Initiate, change and develop practice and 
evaluate changes in practice  

• Identify how local and national political 
agendas impact on the provision of the 
service and develop services that meet current 
policy agenda  

• Delegate appropriately and to give feedback 
to colleagues  

• Lead service development by participating in 
multidisciplinary team work and committee 
work.  

• Manage a limited budget and a limited range 
of external contracts  

• Implement and lead on departmental 
occupational health audits  

• Develop self and others through continued 
professional development activities  

• Participate and lead on specific programmes 
in the development of the occupational health 
and safety team  

• Utilise and develops patient-focused 
approaches in service delivery  

• Utilise networking and political awareness to 
develop services  

• Demonstrate change management skills which 
have an impact upon organisational behaviour 
in relation to health and safety at work  

• Demonstrate the incorporation of business 
planning into occupational health practice  

• Play a major role in the development and 
implementation of occupational health and 
safety standards and policies at operational and 
strategic levels  

• Develop and lead occupational health audits 
and solve problems in an ethical, reflective and 
evidence-based manner  

• Facilitate the development of innovations in 
practice, and push forward practice by visionary 
approaches to occupational health nursing. 
Communicate innovations in practice at local, 
national and international level  

• Appraise the performance and facilitate the 
personal development of others involved in the 
delivery of the service  

• Lead and manage a multidisciplinary team 
which may include medical, nursing, technical 
and professions allied to medicine  

• Secure and manage resources for the 
occupational health department  

• Manage complex departmental budgets and an 
extensive range of external contracts  

• Provide clinical leadership through self-
development and guide and develop others 
through continued professional development 
activities  

• Provide operational and strategic leadership in 
the development of the occupational health and 
safety team  

• Develop the role of the OHN as an expert, 
acknowledging the complexity and responsibility 
of the role of an autonomous occupational 
health practitioner  

• Utilise networking and political awareness to 
lead and develop occupational health services  

• Develop economic and public health strategies 
to encourage employer and employee 
investment in health and safety at work 

 

OHN competence dimensions as level descriptors for practice 

:occupational health nursing-core transferable skills (RCN, 2011) 

 



17 

OHN competence dimensions as level descriptors for practice 

:occupational health nursing-core leadership and management skills (Royal College of Nursing, 2011) 
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OHN competence dimensions as level descriptors for practice 

:occupational health nursing-core quality assurance and research skills (Royal College of Nursing, 2011) 
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Competency of Occupational and Environmental 

Health Nursing(AAOHN, 2015) 
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*Previously two competencies, each with median ad mode of 4, means of 3.52 and 3.70, and standard deviations of 0.65 and 0.55 

Competency of Occupational and Environmental 

Health Nursing (AAOHN, 2015) 
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Core, Sub, Under sub competencies of occupational health nurses (Kono et al., 2017) 
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Core, Sub, Under sub competencies of occupational health nurses (Kono et al., 2017) 
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Structure Diagram of Occupational Health Nurses Competency (Kono et al., 2017) 

Structure diagram 
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occupational health nursing education  

Occupational health nursing consists primarily of:  

  interaction and collaborating skills and group interaction skills  

  educational informative counselling and training skills  

  dynamics of communication  administration of occupational health 

services  

  develop nursing science and research 

 

The education program is focused on the occupational nursing 

process. The contents in the modules develop and support the 

occupational health nurse‟s working process. 
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Modules in occupational health nursing education  

1. Module - health promotion in oh 

nursing  

Activities supporting and promoting 

working capacity and the methods 

used  

 Working environment hazards and 

their effects on health  

 Environmental surveys and follow - 

up  

 Labour protection / Legislation  

 Ecological health care 

 

 2. Module - the work of an 

occupational health nurse and 

interaction  

 Fundamentals of nursing in OHS  

 Development of the work of an OHN  

 Marketing and communication 

methods 

 

3. Planning an occupational health service  

 Current questions concerning health policy  

 OHS as a part of the health care system  

 Working life and legislation on work  

 Health economics  International aspects of 

OHS  

 

4. Module - administration and organizations  

 Service and expert organizations  

 Organizational systems  

 Management and strategies  

 OHS as a part of corporate strategy  

 OHS as a part of entrepreneurship 

  

5. Module - evaluation and development of 

ocupational health services  

 Epidemiology  Work and research on work  

 Research methods  Efficiency and quality 

assurance  
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Evaluation of Performance 

Evaluation can take place on three levels:  

a) company performance in the area of workplace 

health management 

 b) contribution of the occupational health and 

safety service  

c) contribution of the individual occupational health 

nurse 
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Conclusions 

The competency and career development of OHNs are very important as a 

main performer of  occupational health (OH) services. 

The ongoing work and research in occupational health nursing services  should 

be considered at a national and professional level as well as the legal and 

professional aspects of confidentiality and competence in the role of the OH 

nurse. 

The followings should be considered for the competency and career 

development of OHNs: 

 - Occupational health nurses work independently or as part of a larger 

multiprofessional team. 

- OHNs take their place in both the professional OH team and the public health 

nursing team. 

- OHNs may fulfil several often interrelated and complementary roles. 
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