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My doctoral thesis presents the development and validation 
of a competency framework tailored to the professional 
development of various nurse categories involved in 
neonatal care within South Africa. 

Addressing the critical need to improve neonatal care 
quality and reduce neonatal mortality, the framework 
aligns with both national and global health priorities and 
standards. 

It integrates empirical data, international best practices, 
and regulatory guidelines to provide structured 
competencies that support nursing education, clinical 
practice, and policy development in neonatal settings.
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Introduction 
and Context

Neonatal care is complex due to the unpredictability of 
newborn illnesses and the vulnerability of neonates in the 
first 28 days of life. 

Nurses across categories play vital roles but differ in 
training and scope. 

The study responds to calls for clarity in competencies 
that correspond to nurses’ categories and scopes of 
practice, aiming to enhance skill development and 
ultimately reduce neonatal mortality rates, which remain 
high in Sub-Saharan Africa.
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Research Aim 
and Theoretical 

Framework

The framework is grounded in the South African Nursing Council’s 
(SANC) competency domains:

professional and 
ethical practice

clinical practice quality 
Benner’s novice-to-expert model, 
which describes five proficiency 

levels guiding nurses’ 
developmental trajectories

The research was conducted in three phases: exploration and 
description of competencies, development and validation of an abridged 

competency list, and creation and refinement of the comprehensive 
competency framework. 

The primary aim was to develop and validate a competency framework 
for neonatal nursing professional development across different nurse 

categories. 
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Methodology 
and Ethical 

Considerations

Multi-method consensus design:

• Phase 1 used the Nominal Group Technique (NGT) and interviews to explore 
competencies from diverse nurse participants across public and private sectors in 
multiple provinces. 

• Phase 2 incorporated literature review and Delphi rounds to validate an abridged 
competency list. 

• Phase 3 applied Delphi rounds to develop and refine the full competency 
framework. 

Trustworthiness was ensured through triangulation, member 
checking, consistent procedures, external facilitation, and 
authentic representation of participants’ views. 

Ethical principles of beneficence, respect for dignity, and justice 
were upheld with informed consent and confidentiality 
maintained
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Competency 
Frameworks 

by Nurse 
Category

• Distinct frameworks were developed for 

• enrolled nurses

• professional nurses

• neonatal nurse specialists 

Reflecting their scope and expected 
proficiency
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Enrolled 
Nurse 

Framework

Performs nursing acts under supervision

Provides essential care, monitors vital 
signs, assists in basic resuscitation

Engages in health promotion and 
infection control

Participates in documentation and 
family-centered care

Progresses from novice to expert with 
increasing autonomy
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What’s next?

Performance 
management 

core elements

Use SMART goals to develop the 
performance plan: 

• Specific, Measurable, Achievable, 
Relevant, Time-bound.

• Align individual goals with 
organizational strategy.

• Include both short-term and long-term 
objectives.
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Continuous 
Feedback & 

Coaching Move beyond 
annual 
reviews—
make 
feedback 
ongoing and 
real-time.

01
Encourage 
two-way 
conversations 
between 
managers and 
employees.

02
Use tools like 
360-degree 
feedback for 
broader 
insights.

03
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Monitoring & Evaluation

Track progress using 
KPIs (Key Performance 
Indicators) or OKRs 
(Objectives and Key 
Results).

1

Conduct regular check-
ins and formal reviews.

2

Use data to identify 
trends, strengths, and 
areas for improvement.

3
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Employee Development

Create personalized 
development plans. Offer training, 

mentoring, and 
career pathing.

Link 
development 
opportunities 

to competency 
gaps.
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Recognition 
& Rewards

Celebrate achievements—big and small.Celebrate

Use both monetary and non-monetary 
rewards.

Use

Reinforce behaviors that align with 
company values and goals.

Reinforce
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Professional Development Plan: Enrolled 
Nurses in Neonatal Intensive Care Units
Competency Evaluation Table

Competency Area Goal Key Actions 
Completed

Reviewer 
Comments

Rating (1–5) Status 
(✓/✗)

Foundational 
Knowledge

Strengthen neonatal care knowledge

Clinical Skills Improve neonatal assessment and 
intervention skills

Communication & 
Family-Centered Care

Enhance communication with families 
and NICU teams

Quality Improvement & 
Ethical Practice

Foster accountability and ethical decision-
making

Continuing Education & 
Career Growth

Prepare for advanced roles and ongoing 
learning
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Summary & Feedback
Strengths Observed:

• Example: Demonstrates initiative in clinical learning and 
communicates effectively with families.

Areas for Improvement:

• Example: Needs further development in ethical decision-making 
during high-pressure scenarios.

Progress Toward Competency Level:

☐ Advanced Beginner

☐ Competent

☐ Proficient

☐ Expert
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Final Remarks

• This competency framework provides a structured, 
evidence-based approach to neonatal nursing 
professional development, emphasizing foundational 
knowledge, clinical skills, ethical practice, and lifelong 
learning. 

• It supports safe, competent care for vulnerable 
neonates and offers a foundation for policy and 
educational advancements in South African neonatal 
nursing and similar contexts
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