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Introduction

Neonatal care has come a long way in a short time.  
Outcomes that could only have been dreamed of 10 to 15 
years ago are, in many cases, now possible for infants of 
extremely low birth weight. Alongside advances in 
supportive technology and pharmacology there have been 
equally worthy care innovations, including a range of 
benchmarks, standards and competences developed and 
designed to ensure safe and enhanced quality care  
(SNNG, 2005; DH, 2009; BAPM, 2010; RCN, 2012b; Scottish 
Government, 2013). 

The ethos of neonatal care emphasises close collaboration 
with families in all neonatal health care settings and we 
acknowledge the importance of family members in relation 
to the health and wellbeing of infants (IPFCC, 2013).  
We urge all neonatal units to action the BLISS Charter tool 
(BLISS, 2013) as findings from a recent national survey 
(Picker Institute, 2011) indicated the need for improvement 
on this point.

This document has been informed by numerous  
influential drivers, from a variety of sources, and it  
has been difficult to do justice to the breadth of information 
available. As neonatal care is in a state of constant  
evolution and transition, this document will be updated  
and developed in line with changes to the service and will 
include your feedback. 

Background

England

Health Education England (HEE) has stated that it is the 
NHS engine responsible for delivering better health and a 
better health care workforce for England – including the 
education, training and personal development of every 
member of staff (HEE, 2013). Yet a search on the HEE 
website for neonatal care, education, pathway or 
programmes returns no results.

The Education outcomes framework (DH, 2013) was designed 
to help the integrated health and care workforce meet the 
outcomes set out in the NHS, public health and social care 
frameworks, and is central to the relationship between the 
Department of Health (DH) and the whole health care 
system. As yet, the indicators are not specific to neonatal 
nurse education, but elements from the domains are 
transferable, in particular those related to competence, 
capability, performance, values, behaviours and the 
application of NICE clinical guidelines.

Northern Ireland 

For many years, neonatal services in Northern Ireland (NI)
collaborated closely using an informal network model to 
ensure consistency of practice and training across the 
Province. In 2013, a managed clinical network became 
operational as a result of recommendations in the Troop 
Report (Independent review of incidents of pseudomonas
aeruginosa infection in neonatal units, April 2012). The 
primary aim of the network is to enhance the future 
commissioning and delivery of safe, high-quality, 
sustainable neonatal services for all infants and their 
families within NI. This will include: advising on a review of 
cot capacity; implementation of clinical guidance; patient 
care pathways; communication pathways and user 
engagement. The network is supported by a regional 
transport team. 

Nurse education has been delivered by a range of providers 
in Northern Ireland with Queen’s University providing 
neonatal modules, University of Ulster providing the 
non-medical prescribing course and the clinical education 
centre providing stand-alone training days. Some 
competency development has taken place through the 
introduction of the infection care audit tool for augmented 
care areas (Regional neonatal infection prevention and 
control audit tool, RQIA, Feb 2013) with a specific focus on 
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Welsh mothers and infants receive appropriate care provided 
by skilled, trained staff. The network has published two 
reviews of capacity (cots and staffing available) in 2012 and 
2013 and has made recommendations to address nurse 
shortages and improve staff skill levels. The network has a 
key role in monitoring nursing establishments, staff in post 
and QIS qualification status on a six-monthly basis. 

Since 2011, nurse establishments have improved in Wales 
and in 2013 the Review of nurse training and education in 
Wales was published, along with the Education career 
framework. Nurse education is delivered by the University of 
South Wales and the University of Bangor. In South Wales 
the intensive care module is now available at Masters level. 
The non-registered workforce has been re-examined with a 
comprehensive assessment of their roles and responsibilities. 
Best practice guidance and educational development for this 
part of the workforce has been given to Health Boards. 
Neonatal competences have been developed for nurses 
working in local neonatal units who rotate to intensive care 
units for updating of skills and competences. In 2013, all 
units in Wales adopted a Neonatal Patient Acuity Tool which 
measures nurse numbers against the acuity of infants and 
helps to support safe levels of care.

National networks and workforce skills

Neonatal NHS services in England were first configured  
into networks in 2003. Following this there have been 
numerous changes and reconfigurations; in its review of 
neonatal services in England, the National Audit Office 
(2007) was unable to state whether or not networks had 
improved the overall value for money of the service. In 2010, 
Scotland followed suit with the establishment of three 
regional networks.

The RCN and Bliss continue to campaign for improved 
staffing levels (RCN, 2013b) and for an appropriate skills mix 
as outlined in the RCN toolkit (2009) and quality framework 
(2013). As the neonatal workforce is a diverse team, 
education to equip the practitioner – regardless of level – is 
important. Pockets of excellence have emerged such as the 
neonatal intensive care unit, transitional care ward nursery 
nurse and health care assistant preceptorship programmes 
developed by the South West Peninsula Neonatal Network.  

The Cavendish Review (2013) recommended that HEE 
should introduce a Certificate of Fundamental Care and a 
Higher Certificate of Fundamental Care for all health care 
assistants (HCAs). To be meaningful to neonatal education, 

neonatal units. Advanced neonatal nurse training is not 
currently provided in Northern Ireland, but work is 
underway to develop an advanced nurse practitioner course 
with specialist pathways in adults, paediatrics and neonates 
to be delivered in Northern Ireland. This work, it is hoped, 
will also provide a career pathway for all nurses from 
generalist through specialist to advanced practice and 
consultant nurse.

A neonatal service review is due to be undertaken during 
2014 to consider staffing levels across the region.  The focus 
will be on both medical and nursing establishments as well 
as cot capacity. 

Scotland

Early on, Scotland led the way in designing neonatal nurse 
competency levels (SNNG, 2005). The competency document 
developed by the Scottish Neonatal Nurses’ Group put the 
focus on the registrant and made several pertinent 
recommendations, including the need to ring fence funding 
to support neonatal nurse education.

Scotland has developed a comprehensive career and 
development framework for health care support workers 
providing neonatal care in hospital settings which 
complements the existing career and development 
framework for neonatal nurses in Scotland (SNNG and NES, 
2010; SNNG and NES, 2012).

The Scottish Government recognises that achieving and 
maintaining elements of its neonatal care quality framework 
requires a competent nursing workforce in sufficient 
numbers to comply with the quality statements. Work is 
ongoing within NHS Education Scotland (NES) to consider 
ways of ensuring a national approach to sustainable neonatal 
education at all levels. In line with the Scottish Government’s 
nursing and midwifery workload and workforce planning 
strategy, a national neonatal workload tool is completed by 
all neonatal units each day.

Wales

In Autumn 2010, a Wales Neonatal Network was established 
bringing together NHS health professionals and partners 
from other organisations to ensure equitable, high quality, 
clinically effective neonatal care is available to infants and 
their families in Wales. 

A primary aim of the network is to co-ordinate the 
development of a sustainable neonatal service to ensure 



6

Career, education and competence framework for neonatal nursing in the UK

Return to contents

these would need to be tailored to the specialty and the level 
2, 3 and 4 competences and the level 2, 3 and 4 
recommended education and training in section 4 of this 
document could provide the basis for this.

Neonatal education requires strategic direction and 
leadership. The Council of Deans of Health is the 
representative voice of UK university health faculties which 
provide education and research for health care professionals.

With 85 member universities, the Council plays an 
influential leadership role (Council of Deans for Health, 
2013a) and is clearly interested in health care support worker 
education and training needs (Council of Deans for Health, 
2013b). National and UK-wide guidance on the education 
and career path for HCAs/assistant practitioners is 
important as recommendations for this workforce to be 
regulated are growing (The Law Commission, 2012; RCN, 
2012c; Mid Staffordshire enquiry, 2013; The Cavendish 
Review, 2013). There is significant pressure on government 
to take action and the regulation of unregistered neonatal 
workforce would reduce safeguarding risks for this 
vulnerable cohort of patients. 

This document goes beyond the minimum standards as 
defined by Skills for Health (2013) and although this 
document contains no specific section on safeguarding, the 
competences and curriculum have been developed in line 
with the current recommendations.

Preparing registrants and health care 
support workers

At the time of writing, several neonatal programmes and 
pathways for providing registrants and health care support 
workers with the knowledge and skills required in neonatal 
care has been suspended across the UK. In these times of 
financial austerity a number of higher education institutions 
have taken the difficult decision to withdraw neonatal 
courses that were not viable financially. This will have 
serious implications for the future development of the 
neonatal service, and in order to staff units and care for 
resident infants and families, managers are having to 
become ever more resourceful and creative. 

The Centre for Workforce Intelligence is the English and 
Welsh authority for workforce planning and development, 
providing advice and information to the health and social 
care system. It has developed a set of metrics to help 
planning models (CfWI, 2013) which are being ignored. 

One of the system dynamics models of GP supply and care 
pathways, including long-term conditions, maternity, and 
neonatal cited in Table 2, comes from an area which has 
suspended the neonatal education pathway.  This has 
resulted in students having to travel long distances for places 
on surviving programmes.

Once qualified in the specialty, registrants should not stand 
still. Reflecting the RCN Children and Young People’s 
Nursing Philosophy (in press) and the NMC requirement for 
revalidation, the RCN supports the need for continuing 
professional development and specific post-registration 
education and training opportunities.  The RCN has 
developed guidance for nurses who have extended and 
expanded their scope of practice (RCN, 2012b). Many of the 
elements contained within the guidance are transferable. 

Values and resilience

Although the neonatal service has largely escaped the 
criticisms which other care services have been exposed to, 
recruitment to the specialty requires candidates to be 
compassionate and caring as reflected in the vision 
enshrined in Compassion in practice (DH, 2012), the RCN 
Principles of nursing (2010) and the quality ambitions of the 
Healthcare quality strategy for Scotland (Scottish 
Government, 2010). In Northern Ireland the following 
documents are proving very influential: Quality 2020 
(DHSSPSNI, November 2011) and Maternity Strategy 
2012-2018 (DHSSPSNI, July 2012).

Educating for resilience to protect against the risk of 
compassion fatigue that can arise as a consequence of the 
numbers of infants that die on a neonatal unit is easier said 
than done. Kain (2013) suggested that neonatal nurses may 
have inefficient grief management skills and has urged for 
the development of a framework to aid understanding of the 
nature of nurse grief.

Such a tool will take time to develop, but in the meantime 
this document contains educational strategies to support 
nurses who are caring for infants with palliative care.  
It also includes end-of-life care – see for example, Mancini  
et al (2014).  
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Competence and 
education 
framework to 
support careers in 
neonatal nursing in 
the UK

Overview 

Table 1 overleaf provides a visual representation of how 
neonatal staff are able to develop and progress from entry at 
HCA level 2.  For registered nurses/midwives, in keeping 
with the previous framework (RCN, 2009), the Benner model 
demonstrating progression within levels of practice has been 
retained. Career progressions through these levels of 
practice are achieved utilising the following elements:
•	 �knowledge acquisition demonstrated through specific 

programmes of preparation or education either within 
or external to higher education

•	 �relating this knowledge to the demonstration of 
competence which has been linked to the KSF (NHS, 
2004; RCN, 2009; for links to the Welsh and Scottish 
competences see references).

The development of this framework reflects current good 
practice and the requirements for career progression within 
health care settings (Skills for Health, 2006; RCN, 2009). It 
aims to ensure equity in the career and educational 
opportunities available to meet the needs of neonatal nurses, 
the employing organisation and the wider neonatal 
community as a whole. As a result it is recommended that:
•	 �this framework is used throughout the UK to inform 

workforce development and educational plans in 
practice environments

•	 �the associated competences, core clinical skill set and 
matched educational requirements should be used at 
practice level and by higher education institutes to 
underpin and benchmark local provision.   

As such the competences in this document are described in 
more detail than the broad statements within the 
Department of Health’s Toolkit for high quality neonatal 
services (DH, 2009) and the Neonatal care in Scotland: a 
quality framework (Scottish Government, 2013), which will 
be beneficial during any audit of local neonatal services 
following the introduction of the specialist neonatal care 
quality standards (NICE, 2010).

The Benner’s level of practice entry point into the structure 
will vary depending on an individual’s prior experience, 
skill set and educational attainment. To ensure parity in 
recruitment and career development practices across the UK 
it is recommended that:
•	 �employers should be encouraged to use the knowledge, 

level of educational achievement, and specified skill set 
to support the development of job descriptions and 
specifications

•	 �the framework can be used to map prior experience and 
competence to determine individual development needs 
and potentially accelerate career progression.

The educational aspects reflect expected entry qualifications 
for each level of the framework, continuing professional 
education for contemporary practice, and the requirements 
for progression to allow transition to higher level of  
practice/competence. This is supported by narrative on the 
following pages.

1
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SHCSWs working at this level would be expected to care for 
infants who require special care under the direct supervision 
of a registered practitioner or Level 4 assistant practitioner/
nurse. At present not all UK countries use Level 3 health care 
support workers.

Assistant practitioner Level 4

For those who can provide evidence of previous experience 
and consolidation of practice as a SHCSW and who have the 
appropriate level of knowledge and skill and can 
demonstrate the depth of understanding and ability to care 
for infants requiring special care. 

In addition to meeting national mandatory induction 
standards, participating in local induction and orientation 
programmes, and role-specific in-house education, all staff 
will have the opportunity to attain neonatal specific 
education at NVQ4/foundation degree or equivalent.

Within this role the assistant practitioner will have in-depth 
knowledge and understanding and a comprehensive skill 
base related to their practice. They will be expected to 
assess, plan, deliver and evaluate aspects of care of an infant 
requiring special and minimal high dependency care under 
direct or indirect supervision of a registered practitioner. 
The assistant practitioner will support and act as a mentor 
and role model for HCSWs and senior HCSWs and offer help 
and support to more senior colleagues.

Benner level – novice/advanced beginner: 
new entrant

If using the Benner model – the novice to advanced beginner 
would define the new entrant to neonatal nursing.

For those with no prior experience of the sick or 
compromised neonate following initial registration, this 
would be the point of entry into the RCN career and 
educational framework for registrants to support neonatal 
nursing across the UK.

All newly qualified entrants to neonatal nursing will require 
a period of preceptorship in order to make the transition 
from being a student to becoming an accountable 
practitioner (NMC circular 21/2006). Preceptorship 
programmes should be aligned with local induction 
programmes which facilitate familiarisation with local 
policies and procedures.

The application of ‘levels of 
practice’ to the neonatal 
workforce

Health care support worker (HCSW) Level 2

For those with no prior experience of working within the 
health care sector or with experience outside maternity and 
neonatal services, this would be the point of entry into the 
RCN career and educational framework to support neonatal 
nursing across the UK. 

All staff will be required to meet national mandatory 
induction standards and participate in local induction and 
orientation programmes; for example, cleanliness 
champions, breastfeeding support training, child protection 
and basic life support training. HCSWs working at this level 
would be expected to care for the well infant, detect 
deterioration in the condition of the infant, support 
colleagues in diagnostic procedures and implement 
treatments as instructed under the direct supervision of a 
registered practitioner or Level 4 assistant practitioner.  
At present not all countries in the UK use Level 2 health care 
support workers.

Senior health care support worker (SHCSW) 
Level 3

For those who can evidence previous experience and/or 
consolidation of practice as HCSW or appropriate level of 
knowledge and skill to care for infants requiring special 
care, this would be the point of entry into the RCN career 
and educational framework to support neonatal nursing 
across the UK. 

In addition to meeting national mandatory induction 
standards and participating in local induction and 
orientation programmes, all staff will participate in 
role-specific in-house education; for example, develop 
awareness of subtle cues/behavioral changes concerning 
infant/family wellbeing, carry out familiar tasks with 
minimal supervision and/or more specialised tasks and 
duties delegated to them, use specialist equipment, 
recognise risk in relation to care provision and utilise 
assessment tools as appropriate, show awareness of patient 
advocacy, act as a role model for HCSWs and offer help and 
support to more senior colleagues.
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education (HE) sector, which is subject to rigorous quality 
control to ensure a standardised level of attainment. Such 
education and training programmes will be consistent with 
higher education undergraduate degree level, specifically 
focused on the neonate across all the care categories as 
defined nationally (BAPM, 2001). In England, neonatal 
modules of study within higher education at the present 
time are generally 30 and 60 HE credits at HE level 5 or 6. In 
Scotland, these courses are 20 and 40 credits at SCQF level 
10. As registered nursing/midwifery is now an all graduate 
profession it is recommended that:
•	 �future provision of specialist education to support the 

‘neonatal nurse/midwife’ should be offered at 
postgraduate degree level, but with f lexibility of level to 
facilitate the attainment of degrees for those who have a 
diploma or equivalent qualification gained in the UK or 
abroad and this will support the progression towards an 
all graduate status for nurse/midwife. All staff who 
undertake this level of study and skill acquisition should 
be recognised nationally within the neonatal community 
as a neonatal nurses/midwives in line with previous 
recommendations (NES, 2002). 

Career progression

The neonatal nurse/midwife may choose to remain within 
the competent level of practice, embedding education and 
continuing to demonstrate knowledge, competence and core 
clinical skills of the neonatal nurse/midwife QIS. Neonatal 
nurses and midwives will assume personal responsibility for 
continuing professional development to support 
contemporary practice (NMC, 2010). They will teach and 
supervise learners in the skills within their range of 
competence, so must work towards a recognised NMC 
mentorship qualification with sign-off responsibility – so 
reflecting the principles already evident within pre-
registration assessment (NMC 2009a).  

Progression can occur if the neonatal nurse/midwife engages 
in additional experience/education to develop the skills 
required to achieve the knowledge, competence and core 
clinical skill set for the experienced neonatal nurse who 
operates at the proficient level of practice. Typically this will 
require completion of a postgraduate programme of study.

Benner model – proficient: the experienced 
neonatal nurse/midwife

Experienced neonatal nurses/midwives function at this level 
of practice and will provide effective management of all 
levels of neonatal care. This level of nurse/midwife is 

During preceptorship and beyond, these ‘novices’ would be 
supported to develop the competence and core clinical skill 
for new entrants to enable them to provide basic care within 
the special care situations. This practical development would 
be complemented by the acquisition of additional knowledge 
via in-house, network or higher education institute study 
sessions – so creating a foundation of knowledge to support 
initial and subsequent career development (DH, 2009; 
Scottish Government, 2013).

An established nurse or midwife at this career level 
(one-year post registration) would be expected to commence 
work towards a NMC-recognised mentorship qualification to 
facilitate the experience of student health care professionals 
during neonatal placements in their specified area of 
expertise (NMC, 2008a).

Nurses/midwives working at this level would not be 
expected to work routinely with complex neonates in any 
care category. Although they should have insight into high 
dependency/intensive care they would not be equipped to 
provide these levels of care without direct supervision.

Career progression

Those who aspire to advance their career should be 
encouraged to work towards the requirements for the 
competent level of practice by undertaking a post-
registration specialist neonatal education and training 
programme. This will involve developing care knowledge 
and skills within high dependency and intensive care 
environments under direct supervision of a nurse who is 
qualified in specialty (QIS) and the attainment of 
competence and the core skill set of the neonatal nurse QIS.

Benner level – competent: the neonatal 
nurse/midwife (QIS)

Progression to neonatal nurse/midwife status can occur 
after successfully completing a post-registration education 
and training programme and demonstrating the 
competences and core clinical skills as a neonatal nurse/
midwife qualified in specialty.

Although the term ‘neonatal nurse/midwife’ is not 
recordable on the professional register as yet, it is essential 
from a workforce perspective that the knowledge, skills and 
competences inferred by this status are transferable across 
the UK. Therefore, the theoretical component of the 
specialist education required for operation as a neonatal 
nurse/midwife should be based within the UK higher 
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national guidance, debate and policy. Roles at this level may 
include the following:
•	 �neonatal manager – providing service management for a 

defined area

•	 �neonatal matron – providing service and clinical 
management for a defined area

•	 �neonatal practice development facilitator/researcher 
– leading on and promoting best practice through 
patient safety and quality improvement initiatives, 
including and undertaking clinical audit and research 

•	 �advanced and specialist roles – experts in specific areas 
of neonatal care

•	 �accessing and completing an advanced neonatal nurse 
practitioner programme (ANNP*); equipping the ANNP 
to provide total care for a caseload of infants. The ANNP 
programme should be achieved through a UK-wide 
accredited educational programme and the ANNP 
should work within a designated advanced neonatal 
nurse practitioner role; this should help eliminate 
variability between programmes and roles

•	 �neonatal nurses/midwife consultants/educators  
and researchers – championing strategic policy 
development/equipping the neonatal work force of  
the future and performing studies to push the 
boundaries of care forward and making today’s dreams 
tomorrow’s reality.

All expert neonatal nurses/midwives will have undertaken 
postgraduate study to support and develop their roles. While 
all operate at expert level of competence, only clinical 
practice experts would be operating at the expert level of the 
core skills as this is not a requirement for those whose role 
has diverted from the direct provision of neonatal care. 

Career progression

Experts will engage with appropriate CPD opportunities to 
remain contemporary within their role (NMC, 2010) and be 
able to successfully revalidate. They should assist in the 
education and development of the future workforce as 
determined locally (NMC, 2008a). The development of 
greater expertise to enhance neonatal care will involve the 
completion of a postgraduate higher education and training 
programme to master’s degree level and/or leading to a 
master’s degree qualification/doctoral study and post 
doctorial education where appropriate for the role. 
 

sufficiently experienced to act independently within a 
multi-disciplinary/multi-agency context, and reflects roles 
such as:
•	 clinical specialist

•	 neonatal transportation

•	 �shift management roles (for example, ward charge 
nurse/midwife/sister) 

•	 development care lead  

•	 lactation support 

•	 community outreach practitioner

•	 practice development/clinical educator.

The experienced neonatal nurse/midwife has completed an 
academic degree that supports an individual’s higher level 
functioning in the neonatal unit. Such an award may give 
them eligibility to record a professional qualification of 
specialist practitioner.

In collaboration with medical staff and advanced neonatal 
nurse practitioners, the experienced neonatal nurse/midwife 
will assess, plan, implement and evaluate the overall 
management of infants requiring all levels of neonatal care; 
will assess and manage critical and clinical events to ensure 
safe and effective care, summoning appropriate assistance 
as necessary; and will facilitate learning by others in the 
neonatal unit (NMC, 2008a). 

Career progression

Experienced nurses/midwives working at the proficient level 
of practice would, like all others, be required to maintain 
contemporary practice (NMC, 2008b) and will demonstrate 
competence and core clinical skills as an experienced 
neonatal nurse/midwife. 

However, those who aspire to the expert practice level will 
engage with postgraduate higher education study leading 
towards a master’s degree qualification. Where future career 
development remains embedded within clinical practice, 
then the experienced nurse/midwife would also work 
towards developing the competence and core clinical skills 
associated with the expert roles in neonatal nursing.

Benner level – expert: this could include 
specific roles beyond neonatal nursing alone

Experienced neonatal nurses may choose to further develop 
their knowledge, skills and competence to this level to 
become an expert neonatal nurse who is able to function in 
an independent role. The expert nurse will engage in 

* ANNP practitioners can also be midwives.



14

Career, education and competence framework for neonatal nursing in the UK

Return to contents

Communication and 
interpersonal relationships 

Including data processing and management, production 
and communication of information and knowledge, and 
the design and production of visual records.

The neonatal practitioner will utilise a wide range of media 
to communicate effectively with infants, parents, carers and 
health care workers. The neonatal practitioner will 
demonstrate interpersonal behaviour and skills conducive to 
developing and maintaining therapeutic and professional 
relationships.

Elements
•	 �Communicate effectively with infants, family, relatives, 

carers and other professional colleagues.

•	 Act as the infant’s advocate.

•	 �Maintain effective and supportive communication 
within the neonatal nursing team and with other 
professionals.

•	 �Contribute to creating an environment that fosters open 
communication and trust with families and colleagues.

•	 �Liaise with health care professionals and individuals in 
other disciplines from within and outwith the 
organisation to support quality patient care.

Tools
•	 �All forms of communication – oral, written, electronic, 

body language, tone of voice.

•	 Active listening.

•	 Facilitating.

•	 Advising and counselling.

•	 Influencing and persuading.

Core competences 
for neonatal 
practice

The development of core competences can be seen as 
integral to the neonatal practitioner’s career development as 
seen in Section 1. In compliance with the NHS career 
structure and development, the competences were informed 
by the Knowledge and skills framework (NHS, 2004) which 
cites the dimensions outlined below. Aspects of family-
centered and developmental care are embedded within the 
core dimensions which are presented under the following 
headings:
•	 communication and interpersonal relationships 

•	 personal, professional and people development

•	 health, safety and security

•	 service development

•	 quality 

•	 equality, diversity and rights

•	 responsibility for patient care.

The competences included under each heading overlap with 
several of the specific dimensions of the NHS (2004) KSF, 
therefore these are included as subheadings throughout.  It 
is recognised that each unit will have developed their own 
role profiles and that these may be more extensive or place 
different emphasis on certain aspects of the core 
competences. 

2
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Career, education and competence framework for neonatal nursing in the UK

Return to contents

Personal, professional and 
people development

The neonatal practitioner will assume responsibility for 
personal professional development, demonstrating a 
commitment to lifelong learning and activities that enhance 
knowledge, skills, values and attitudes required for safe and 
effective neonatal nursing practice.

Elements
•	 �Practice at all times within current legislation, 

professional rules, codes and guidelines.

•	 �Provide ongoing evidence of competence through 
maintenance of a personal professional portfolio.

•	 Develop self and others.

•	 �Contribute to practice development through active 
participation in clinical working groups.

•	 �Contribute to the development of the philosophy of 
shared governance within the neonatal team.

•	 �Facilitate and actively participate in clinical support 
activities and orientation of colleagues and learners.

Tools
•	 Formal learning.

•	 On-the-job training opportunities.

•	 E-learning.

•	 Access to specific training and awards.

•	 Networking.

•	 Clinical supervision.
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Career, education and competence framework for neonatal nursing in the UK

Return to contents

Health, safety and security

The neonatal practitioner will utilise a range of policies, 
procedures and protocols that optimise a safe and secure 
environment that supports neonatal practice.

Elements
•	 Maintain and promote health, safety and security.

•	 �Demonstrate knowledge of and comply with local and 
national health and safety legislation, infection control 
policies, and clinical governance and risk management 
regulations.

•	 �Contribute to maintaining a safe and secure 
environment.

Tools
•	 Health and safety legislation and policies.

•	 Infection control policies.

•	 Clinical governance.

•	 Risk management.

•	 Moving and handling.

•	 Staff governance.

•	 �Training/mandatory updates as defined in employer’s 
health and safety policies and procedures.
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Service development 

Including logistics, facilities maintenance and 
management, partnership, leadership, management of 
people, and management of physical and/or financial 
resources.

The neonatal practitioner will demonstrate knowledge of 
effective inter-professional working practices that respect 
and utilise the contribution of all members of the health care 
team. The neonatal practitioner will contribute effectively to 
the planning and organisation of neonatal care services to 
maximise the provision of a high quality service to infants, 
parents, families and carers.

Elements
•	 �Demonstrate ability to co-ordinate, organise and 

prioritise workload.

•	 �Demonstrate leadership skills within the neonatal 
nursing practice.

•	 �Maintain collaborative working relationships with the 
multidisciplinary team, the general public and external 
agencies.

•	 Manage resources effectively.

•	 �Be receptive to new developments in the provision of 
neonatal care.

•	 Participate in clinical governance initiatives.

Tools
•	 Setting goals and objectives.	 	 	

•	 Supervising and facilitating.

•	 Delegating.

•	 Equipment.

•	 Operational planning.

•	 Budgeting.

•	 Controlling and monitoring.

•	 Administration.

•	 Leading, managing and developing staff.

•	 Coaching and mentoring.

•	 Visioning.

•	 Resources.

•	 Time management.

•	 Prioritising.

•	 Project planning.

•	 People management. 
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Career, education and competence framework for neonatal nursing in the UK
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Quality 

Including research and development.

The neonatal practitioner will demonstrate commitment to 
evidence-based practice, utilising research, quality 
standards and clinical audit tools. The neonatal practitioner 
will demonstrate a critical thinking approach to problem 
solving to enhance neonatal care.

Elements
•	 �Actively use a problem solving approach to care delivery 

and the needs of the infant.

•	 �Utilise research skills, critically appraise and evaluate 
neonatal practice.

•	 �Contribute to the maintenance of an environment within 
the neonatal unit where research, quality and clinical 
audit are valued.

•	 �In collaboration with the multi-professional team, audit 
standards of care delivery.

•	 Use decision-making skills.

Tools
•	 Creative thinking.

•	 Decision making.

•	 Research.

•	 Audit.

•	 Evaluation.

•	 Making recommendations. 

•	 Reflective practice.
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Career, education and competence framework for neonatal nursing in the UK

Return to contents

Equality, diversity and rights

The neonatal practitioner will practice within a legal, 
professional and ethical framework that includes employer’s 
and local guidance, policies and procedures, ensuring that 
own actions support and promote equality, diversity and 
rights.

Elements

Know, understand, use and integrate into practice all 
current legislation, rules and codes that are relevant to 
neonatal nursing practice, including:

•	 Code of Professional Practice

•	 Midwives’ Rules and Standards 

•	 �the Children Act 2004, Safeguarding Framework and 
local procedures

•	 �International Convention on Human Rights/The Rights 
of the Child.

Tools 
•	 Creative thinking.

•	 Decision making.

•	 Research.

•	 Audit.

•	 Evaluation.

•	 Making recommendations. 

•	 Reflective practice.

•	 Mandatory training and updates.
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Tools 
•	 Education and training.

•	 Health promotion.

•	 Guidelines, protocols, policies and standards.

•	 Biomedical investigations and reporting.

•	 Neonatal care assessment tools.

•	 Quality standards.

•	 Legislation.

•	 Specific technologies.

Responsibility for patient care 

Including assessment of addressing individuals, 
improvement of protection of health and wellbeing 
needs, biomedical investigation and reporting, and 
measuring, monitoring and treating physiological 
conditions through the application of specific 
technologies.

The neonatal practitioner will, within agreed parameters, 
apply knowledge, clinical judgement, and a range of skills to 
provide safe, effective care to infants and their families/
carers.

Elements
•	 �Develop and maintain a sound knowledge base relevant 

to neonatal care.

•	 Develop and maintain own clinical competence.

•	 �Critically appraise own level of competence, identifying 
areas for further development.

•	 �In collaboration with the family and the 
multidisciplinary team, assess, plan, deliver and 
evaluate neonatal care that reflects individual physical, 
social, cultural and spiritual needs.

•	 �Ensure that the most appropriate, individualised 
clinically effective neonatal care is achieved within the 
confines of available resources.

•	 �Implement care under the direction of current unit and 
professional policies, procedures and guidelines, and the 
law.

•	 �Demonstrate effective decision making in the context of 
current role.

•	 �Use health promotion strategies to support/advise 
parents and families.

•	 �Ensure care is taken to safeguard infants and their 
families/carers at all times.

•	 �Ensure written documentation is clear, concise, timely 
and complies with professional and local guidelines and 
standards.

•	 �Demonstrate an awareness of current developments in 
neonatal practice.

•	 �Demonstrate that neonatal practice is embedded in 
evidence/best practice.

•	 �Maintain and improve quality in all areas of neonatal 
practice.
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The neonatal workforce must have the knowledge and ability 
to rationalise the strategy chosen in the application of all 
clinical skills. 

Nurse consultant, clinical nurse specialist, lead nurse, 
advanced neonatal nurse practitioner.

In addition to the above core clinical skills, nurse 
consultants, clinical nurse specialists, lead nurses and 
advanced nurse practitioners will be required to 
demonstrate elements from the following (RCN, 2012):
•	 �provide expert professional advice to patients, carers 

and colleagues

•	 undertake research in a specialist area

•	 provide education and training to other staff, students

•	 ensure the maintenance of clinical excellence. 

Core clinical skills 
for the neonatal 
workforce 

To achieve the competences expected for each of the levels of 
neonatal nursing practice from unregistered new entrant to 
expert and advanced, the neonatal workforce must develop 
specific skills (see Section 4 for example curriculum to 
enable these to be met). The skills required are diverse  
(DH, 2010, p.53). Some are transferable across several 
competences and the skills required are likely to change over 
time. Therefore the working group has restricted 
competence clarification to core clinical skills. Scotland has 
developed more detailed frameworks for Levels 2-4 
reflecting the RCN’s position of the Level 2-4 knowledge and 
skills frameworks. These are reproduced in the addendum 
which can be found at the end of this section.

This document focuses on the key competences required for 
those who have responsibility for infant care and uses the 
modified categories of skills previously selected by the RCN 
in its 2009 publication, Integrated core career and 
competence framework for registered nurses.  

Categories are as follows:
•	 f luid, electrolyte, nutrition and elimination management

•	 neurological, developmental care and pain management

•	 respiratory and cardiovascular management

•	 skin, hygiene and infection control management

•	 infant temperature management

•	 �palliative care, end-of-life care and bereavement 
management

•	 investigations and procedures

•	 equipment and monitoring.

3
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Curricula/
programme 
preparation and 
maintaining 
proficiency

It is a matter of some concern that there are no nationally 
UK-wide agreed curriculums or programmes of preparation 
for the neonatal workforce. For the maternity support 
worker (MSW) or the health care assistant (HCA) there may 
have been no programme of preparation prior to 
appointment, so a period of preparation to equip these 
workers with the knowledge and skills to perform the 
fundamentals of care will be required as part of an 
induction, as a minimum. Further training and supervision 
will be required as the MSW or HCA consolidates this 
induction and to prepare them to expand their repertoire of 
skills for use in the service. 

Nursery nurse education and training has evolved over a 
period of years and is currently offered at several levels, 
from certification to diploma. The focus of nursery nurse 
education is on the normal development from birth to school 
years, and will usually not include the sick or premature 
neonate. When appointed to work in neonatal units these 
practitioners will also require a period of induction and 
training, depending on their level of experience. 

Associate and assistant practitioners may be educated to 
foundation degree level but may not have a neonatal specific 
set of skills, so a period of preparation to equip them with 
the skills to perform within this specialist area will be 
required. This could be offered as an in-house induction 
apprentice-style development programme or provided as a 
combination of supervised practice and theory, which could 
be delivered by a local educational establishment; the 
combination in partnership could provide a neonatal 
foundation certificate which attracts credits. 

4
Since 2010, the newly registered entrant to neonatal nursing 
will have been prepared according to the NMC’s criteria for 
entering the register and will have grounding of competency 
within the four domains of nursing:
1.	 professional values
2.	 communication and interpersonal skills
3.	 nursing practice and decision-making
4.	 leadership, management and team working.

These skills are transferable, but vary depending on the field 
of practice the registrant has specialised in. It is 
recommended, therefore, that a comprehensive programme 
equipping the neonatal workforce is provided, 
commensurate with the level in which the practitioner is 
expected to function. The new registrant as a novice in 
neonatal care could undertake a foundation neonatal 
nursing course, in addition to a suitable induction and close 
mentoring. However, registration and regulation are no 
barriers to other members of the neonatal workforce 
undertaking such certification and flexibility in the entry 
requirements in HEIs could be considered to accommodate 
access.  

Becoming qualified in speciality

When considering progression within the neonatal 
speciality, the RCN’s Competence, education and careers  
in neonatal nursing (2012) and the BAPM’s Matching 
knowledge and skills for qualified in speciality (QIS)  
neonatal nurses (2012) went some way in setting 
benchmarks for HEIs to follow. However, there continues  
to be a considerable variation in the educational provision 
and level of training towards QIS provision. The learning 
outcomes of such programmes of preparation should be fully 
integrated into the competency framework so there is no 
theory/practice gap.  

It is one thing to prepare a registrant to the QIS level, 
whether this is for the child field of practice, or as a midwife 
or ANNP, but it is quite another to determine how they 
should sustain their level of practice. A rolling programme 
of revalidation that is built into a system of mentoring and 
support which complements the annual performance review 
is to be welcomed and at the time of writing the NMC was in 
the process of developing this. However, the central ethos of 
both the individual performance review (IPR) and the 
revalidation process should be to sustain the learning and 
development of the practitioner, rather than just monitor a 
baseline of acceptable performance. 
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Enhanced practice neonatal 
nurses/specialist neonatal 
nurses

The enhanced/specialist neonatal nurse/midwife is a 
practitioner who has completed a QIS programme and has 
undertaken further education and training within the field 
such as cannulation, insertion of lines, and airway and 
respiratory management. They may be mid-way to 
considering the full ANNP role, or they may have followed a 
more holistic path and developed specialist breastfeeding 
advisor roles, neonatal outreach nursing, or roles to support 
families – such as family co-ordinators. These roles are 
flexible and adaptable and reflect the requirements of the 
neonatal units within which individuals work. 

The ANNP is an established and highly valued member of 
the neonatal workforce and should be funded from 
whichever budget their roles support and counted within the 
staffing accordingly. They should not be funded from the 
nursing budget if their roles are predominately medical.

The importance of the family

Neonatal nurses work in partnership with parents and 
families. The family should be integrated into everything we 
do, consequently there is no one section which focuses solely 
on families. The family has inestimable value in 
participating in the care which has been planned to ensure 
the wellbeing of infants who are resident in neonatal care. 
Therefore, the family’s participation is included throughout; 
to do otherwise would run the risk of isolating the needs of 
families from the curriculum. Page 51 shows an example 
curriculum.

As with the previous section where the skills are 
progressively gained the curricula can be regarded as a 
spiral with each phase building on a previous stage. This 
section has focused on the QIS functioning mainly in high 
dependency and intensive care. Where skill mix permits 
they would naturally complement and enhance the special 
care workforce.
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