
 E&PS Technical competence Criteria for Usability Professionals 

Based on documentation from Usability Professional Association (2001 workshop), derived from 
International Standard ISO 13407: Human-Centered Design Processes for Interactive Systems. 
 
References: 

 UPA working group on usability/user centered design professionals 
(http://www.upassoc.org/outreach/upacertification/index.html) 

  ISO 13407 (1999) User centered design process for interactive systems. 

 Skills Framework for the Information Age (http://www.e-skills.com/sfia) 
 

1.  Understand and specify user and organizational requirements and context of use (Analyze) 

Competency: Establish the requirements of the user organization and other interested parties for the 
system; taking full account of the needs, competencies and working environment of each relevant 
stakeholder in the system. Identify, clarify and record context of use in which the system will operate.  

Skills: Clarify and document system goals; Analyze stakeholders; Assess risk to stakeholders; Identify, 
document and analyze the context of use; Define the use of the system; Generate the stakeholder, 
user and organizational requirements; Set usability objectives 

Example Performance Behaviors: 

Low: Talks with users but doesn’t adequately document findings; unfamiliar with body of knowledge 
and doesn’t apply methodology. Reviews documentation provided by other groups; doesn’t detect 
potential issues and questions that cause problems defining a design solution or requirement later in 
the process.   

Medium: Knows task analysis methodology; uses methodology ad hoc, documents analysis at general 
level (identifies 90% of necessary data up front, minor omissions identified later).  Artifacts 
(documents, flowcharts, etc) used by other groups to some degree with some interpretation (e.g. has 
to revise for better understanding). 

High: Initiates task analysis; selects ideal candidates and methodology for information gathering; 
quickly, accurately, and completely produces documents that describe task, user, and environmental 
profiles that are enthusiastically accepted and used by CUPDD, System Architecture, and other 
Product Development teams. Creates, refines and documents own repeatable methods and process 
for quick turnaround.  

2.  Produce design solutions (Design) 

Competency: Create potential design solutions by drawing on established state-of-the-art practice, the 
experience and knowledge of the participants and the results of the context of use analysis. 

Skills: Allocate functions; Produce composite task model; Explore system design; Use existing 
knowledge to develop design solutions; Specify system and use; Develop prototypes 

Example Performance Behaviors: 

Low: Knowledge of GUI trends based on current applications, does not apply platform look & feel 
consistently.  Does not prototype or review with users. Documents submitted for review are 
incomplete, and require multiple reviews/rewrites to be understood.  Misses deadlines and causes 
schedule slip. 

Medium:  Knowledge of major applications (e.g. MS Office) and platform look & feel.  Reviews designs 
with users or user surrogates (e.g. CUPDDs). Documents generally complete except for sections in 
contention, and usually approved on a second review. Meets schedule deadlines. 

http://www.upassoc.org/outreach/upacertification/index.html
http://www.e-skills.com/sfia
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High: Current on usability research and upcoming trends in GUI design, platform look & feel.  Design 
specifications based on iterative testing with users.  Documents are clear, concise, understandable 
and approved on first review.  Creates prototypes for easy visualization of design and testing with 
users. Deliverables submitted before deadlines.  Designs push envelope of usability within limitations 
of current technology. 

3.  Evaluate designs against usability requirements (Test) 

Competency: Collect feedback on the developing design. This feedback will be collected from end 
users and other representative sources. 

Skills: Specify and validate context of evaluation; Evaluate early prototypes in order to define and 
evaluate the requirements for the system; Evaluate prototypes in order to improve the design; 
Evaluate the system in order to check that the stakeholder and organizational requirements have been 
met; Evaluate the system in order to check that the required practice has been followed; Evaluate the 
system in use in order to ensure that it continues to meet organizational and user needs 

Example Performance Behaviors: 

Low: Can observe or facilitate usability test.  Observations may not be relevant to task.  Requires 
assistance to develop test plan, scenarios, and setup test.  Does not adequately document findings.  
Misapplies findings to re-design of application. 

Medium: Can plan, setup, and facilitate usability test.  May not adequately select participants for 
coverage, or identify all key scenarios for completeness. Provides analysis of findings, but may 
misinterpret subtle satisfaction/performance incidents.  Test results are understandable and 
documented completely to influence changes.  Able to incorporate findings into a redesign. 

High:  Builds company usability test lab and repeatable processes for integrated usability testing.  Test 
plans cover appropriate scenarios to highlight only potential usability shortcomings.  Analyses and 
documents test results completely, often with highlight video examples, to influence a redesign of 
system, often able to persuade a schedule change for better user experience. 

4. Demonstrate professional skills and management of User-Centered Design (Advocate) 

Competency: Enables UCD to be done in the organization through working at a professional level. 
Specify how human-centered activities fit into the system development process. 

Skills:  Autonomy in the control of work; Influence on other people, a project or an organization; Cope 
with a degree of complexity (intricacy or complication) in work; Understanding of and skill in role within 
the working and professional environment; Identify and plan stakeholder and user involvement; Select 
user-centered methods and techniques; Provide user-centered design support for other processes  

Example Performance Behaviors: 

Low: Requires supervision, deliverables often need revision; not considered knowledgeable or value-
added to the process; unable to work multiple projects simultaneously; does not stay current on 
usability methodology and GUI trends. 

Medium: Minimal supervision; able to influence project and team; able to work on different projects 
and platforms simultaneously; knows appropriate UCD methodologies and when they should be 
applied; can consult for UCD support on other processes. 

High: Anticipates tasking; works independently; takes on most difficult and complex projects; 
considered ‘guru’ and has significant influence on product development as well as other parts of the 
business; sought out as consultant for other business activities outside product development.  
Influential in usability community. 
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Appendix 1 – Definitions and Target Levels of responsibility (for 
Usability Professional competence level) 

1 Understand and specify user and organizational requirements and context 
of use 

Competency: Identify, clarify and record context of use in which the system will operate.  

The candidate can carry out the following activities when appropriate in a project:  

1.1 Clarify and document system goals  

Performed at level: 4-5 

1. Describe the objectives which the user or user organization wants to achieve through use of the 
system. 

1.2 Analyze stakeholders  

Performed at level: 4-5 

1. Identify the roles of of stakeholders groups likely to be affected by a system.   
2. Assess the significance and relevance of the system to each stakeholder group that will be end 

users of the system and/or will be affected by input to or output from the system. 
3. Identify requirements of users with special needs, e.g. resulting from physical disabilities. 

1.3 Assess risk to users and stakeholders  

Performed at level: 3-4 

1. Review the safety, health and well-being risks to the users and stakeholders of the system.   
2. Review the business and safety risks to users and stakeholders arising from reasonably-

foreseeable human errors in system use 
3. Relate this to the overall risk assessment for the system. 

1.4 Identify, document and analyze the context of use  

Performed at level: 3-5 

The candidate can carry out the following activities when appropriate in a project:  

1. Describe the activities which users perform to achieve system goals. 
2. Describe the relevant characteristics of the end-users of the system.  
3. Describe the relevant political, social, organizational and working environment, including the 

culture, management structure, communications and organizational practices. 
4. Describe the relevant characteristics of any equipment to be used in the system or the context of 

use.  
5. Describe the location, workplace equipment and ambient conditions.  
6. Analyze the implications of the context of use for system development. 

1.5 Define the use of the system 

Performed at level: 4-5 
1. Define the required behavior and performance of the system in terms of the total experience of the 

relevant stakeholders, users and/or the user organization with the system (e.g. in the form of 
scenarios of use). 

1.6 Generate the stakeholder, user and organizational requirements 

Performed at level: 4-5 
1. Develop an explicit statement of the stakeholder, user and organizational requirements for the 

system. 
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1.7 Set usability objectives 

Performed at level: 3-5 
1. Generate and agree on measurable criteria for the required usability of the system. 

2 Produce design solutions 

Competency: Create potential design solutions by drawing on established state-of-the-art 
practice, the experience and knowledge of the participants and the results of the context of use 
analysis. 

The candidate can carry out the following activities when appropriate in a project:  

2.1 Allocate functions 

Performed at level: 3-5 

1. Analyze the context of use and the required functions and performance of the system, to distribute 
functions between the human, machine and organizational components of the system best able to 
fulfill each function. 

2.2 Produce composite task model 

Performed at level: 3-5 

1. Develop a feasible model of the user’s new tasks from existing knowledge of best practice, the 
requirements, context of use, allocation of function and design constraints for the system (e.g. as 
a scenario). 

2.3 Explore system design 

Performed at level: 3-5 

1. Generate and compare alternative design solutions related to how the system will be used and its 
effect on stakeholders and users. 

2.4 Use existing knowledge to develop design solutions 

Performed at level: 4-5 

1. Apply relevant human science information to the design of the system.   
2. Include the stakeholder and organizational requirements, context of use, standards, legislative 

requirements, existing patents, good practice, style guides and project standards etc. in the 
design. 

2.5 Specify system and use 

Performed at level: 3-4 

1. Produce a design for the user-related components of the system.   
2. Produce description(s) of how the system will be used. 
3. Identify the training required to enable relevant users to perform tasks effectively using the new 

system, including any proposed changes in business processes, job design and tasks. 
4. Identify the user support services for the system. 
5. Identify any changes in business processes and job design.   
6. Change design in the light of feedback from evaluations. 

2.6 Develop prototypes 

Performed at level: 2-4 

1. Make design solution(s) more concrete using simulations, models, mock-ups etc.   
2. Develop simulation or trial implementation of key aspects of the system for the purposes of 

evaluation with users or user representatives. 
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3 Evaluate designs against requirements  

Competency:  Collect feedback on the developing design.  This feedback will be collected from 
end users and other representative sources. 

The candidate can carry out the following activities when appropriate in a project:  

3.1 Specify and validate context of evaluation 

Performed at level: 3-4 

1. Describe and check the conditions under which a system is tested or otherwise evaluated. 
2. Describe the relationship, and especially discrepancies, between the context of evaluation and the 

context of use. 

3.2 Evaluate early prototypes in order to define and evaluate the requirements for 
the system 

Performed at level: 3-4 

1. Evaluate the usability of existing or competitor systems to provide benchmark values and as input 
to design   

2. Test the usability of component systems, and alternative designs.  
3. Evaluate prototypes with users to provide input to system requirements.   
4. Assess the stability of requirements against changes in context of use. 

3.3 Evaluate prototypes in order to improve the design 

Performed at level: 3-5 

1. Evaluate prototypes to obtain user feedback on the developing system.   
2. Present the results to the design team(s) in the most appropriate format. 

3.4 Evaluate the system in order to check that the stakeholder and organizational 
requirements have been met 

Performed at level: 3-5 

1. Test the developing or final system to ensure that it meets the requirements of the users, the tasks 
and the environment, as defined in its specification. 

3.5 Evaluate the system in order to check that the required practice has been 
followed 

Performed at level: 4-5 

1. Check systems for adherence to applicable human science knowledge.  
2. Check systems for adherence to applicable style guides, guidelines. 
3. Check systems for adherence to applicable standards. 
4. Check systems for adherence to applicable legislation (e.g. related to accessibility). 

3.6 Evaluate the system in use in order to ensure that it continues to meet 
organizational and user needs 

Performed at level: 3-5 

1. Check the system in use for changes in organizational, user, other stakeholder, and usability 
needs and to ensure that it continues to meet these needs. 

4 Professional skills and Plan and manage the human-centered design 
process 

Competency: Specify how human-centered activities fit into the system development process. 
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The candidate can carry out the following activities when appropriate in a project:  

Competency: Enables HCD to be done in the organization through working at a professional 
level.  

The candidate can carry out the following activities when appropriate in a project:  

4.1 A degree of autonomy in the control of their own work. 

Performed at level: 4 

Assessment criteria:   

1. Works under general direction within a clear framework of accountability.  
2. Substantial personal responsibility and autonomy.  
3. Plans own work, to meet given objectives and processes 

4.2 Having some influence on other people, a project or an organization. 

Performed at level: 4 

Assessment criteria:   

1. Participates in external activities related to specialization (e.g. professional meetings, email 
groups).  

For individuals working as part of an organization: 
2. Influences team, and specialist peers internally.  
3. Influences suppliers and customers at account level.  
4. Some responsibility for work of others and allocation of resources (e.g. budget, people, equipment 

and time).  
5. Decisions influence success of projects and team objectives  

4.3 Cope with a degree of complexity (intricacy or complication) in their work. 

Performed at level: 4 

1. Broad range of complex technical or professional work activities, in a variety of contexts.  

4.4 Understanding of and skill in role within the working and professional 
environment. 

Performed at level: 4 

1. Selects appropriately for their role from applicable standards, methods, tools and applications and 
use. 

2. Demonstrates analytical and systematic approach to problem solving.  
3. Communicates fluently orally and in writing and can present complex technical information to both 

technical and non-technical audiences.  
4. Is able to plan, schedule and monitor work activities in order to meet time and quality targets and 

in accordance with relevant health and safety procedures.  
5. Is able to absorb rapidly new technical information and apply it effectively.  
6. Good appreciation of relevant application technologies, how the technologies are used in relevant 

contexts and how these relate to the business activities of the employer or client.  
7. Maintains awareness of developing technologies and their application. 
8. Takes appropriate responsibility for personal development.  

4.5 Identify and plan stakeholder and user involvement  

Performed at level: 4-5 

1. Determine the most effective way to elicit stakeholder and user input at each stage of the 
development process, taking best advantage of established good practice in team work and 
appropriate user involvement. 
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4.6 Select human-centered methods and techniques  

Performed at level: 4-5 

1. Decide which methods will be included and how they will link together in the development process.   
2. Define how this will interface to the particular lifecycle methodology being used in the development 

of the system. 

4.7 Provide human-centered design support for other processes  

Performed at level: 4-5 

1. Advise on HCD input for support procedures (such as quality management, risk management).   
2. Advise project teams regarding the effective application of HCD in the lifecycle. 
3. Assess any change management issues related to the uptake or implementation of HCD 

Explanation of the "Performed at level" Ranges 

(n-4) In some cases this activity can be successfully performed by a less skilled or responsible 
individual. For example, with a greater degree of supervision or less complex applications and 
processes.  

(n-(4)-m) Although this activity can sometimes be performed by less skilled and experienced 
individuals there are also cases where specialist skills and experience beyond the minimum 
competence for a usability professional are required.  

(4-m) Under some circumstances successful performance of this activity will require technical or 
professional skills beyond the minimum competence required to be a usability professional.  For 
example, more detailed technical knowledge, or greater autonomy and/or influence.  

The numbers refer to the levels described below.   

5 Levels of responsibility  

Section 6 defines the general business skills and levels of autonomy and influence expected of a 
usability professional.  These are derived from the SFIA that specifies the general professional skills 
that are acquired by practitioners with increasing responsibility.  These skills, associated with 
information and communications technologies, are also needed by usability practitioners.  Professional 
status is achieved at level 4:  

level 2. Assistant practitioner undergoing training and becoming familiar with the scope of their 
tasks 

level 3. Trained practitioner familiar with the scope of their tasks, working under supervision with 
specific instructions 

level 4. Professional. Selects appropriately from applicable standards, methods and tools. 
supervise others. Decisions influence success of projects and team objectives.  

level 5. Senior practitioner. Full accountability for their own technical work or project/supervisory 
responsibilities. Receives assignments in the form of objectives. Establishes own milestones, 
team objectives and delegates assignments. Work is often self-initiated. 

Many of the technical competencies defined in sections 1-5 are used by practitioners at a range of 
levels of responsibility.  A Usability Professional is able to apply these skills at level 4. 

 

The framework used is the Skills Framework for the Information Age (SFIA). The same framework is 
used in the US A+ qualification for IT professionals.  The SFIA is a matrix of levels of responsibility 
and accountability on one axis, and areas of work on the other.  Level 4 in the SFIA framework defines 
an "IT Professional".  
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The following section describes the standard levels of responsibility and accountability used in the 
framework.  Reading this should help reviewers to understand the competency required of a UP at 
level 4 and that of usability staff with more limited skills, knowledge and experience (i.e. those at level 
3 (trained practitioner) or below) and also between a UP and a more senior (in either management or 
technical terms) usability professional at level 5 or above. 

Level 1: Follow  
Autonomy Works under close supervision. Uses little discretion. Expected to seek guidance 

in unexpected situations.  

Influence Interacts with department.  

Complexity Performs routine activities in a structured environment. Requires assistance in 
resolving unexpected problem.  

Business skills Uses basic IT functions, applications, and processes. Demonstrates an organized 
approach to work. Capable of learning new skills and applying newly acquired 
knowledge. Basic oral and written communication skills. Contributes to identifying 
own development opportunities.  

Level 2: Assist  
Autonomy Works under routine supervision. Uses minor discretion in resolving problems or 

enquiries Works without frequent reference to others. 

Influence Interacts with and may influence department. May have some external contact 
with customers and suppliers. May have more influence in own domain. 

Complexity Performs range of varied work activities in variety of structured environments. 

Business skills Understands and uses appropriate methods tools and applications. Demonstrates 
a rational and organized approach to work. Awareness of health and safety 
issues. Identifies and negotiates own development opportunities. Sufficient 
communication skills for effective dialogue with colleagues. Able to work in a 
team. Able to plan, schedule and monitor own work within short time horizons. 
Can absorb technical information when it is presented systematically and apply it 
effectively. 

Level 3: Apply  
Autonomy Works under general supervision. Uses discretion in identifying and resolving 

complex problems and assignments. Specific instruction is usually given and work 
is reviewed at frequent milestones. Determines when problems should be 
escalated to a higher level. 

Influence Interacts with and influences department/project team members. Frequent 
external contact with customers and suppliers. In predictable and structured areas 
may supervise others. Decisions may impact work assigned to individual/phases 
of project. 

Complexity Broad range of work, sometimes complex and non routine, in variety of 
environments. 

Business skills Understands and uses appropriate methods tools and applications. Demonstrates 
analytical and systematic approach to problem solving. Takes initiative in 
identifying and negotiating appropriate development opportunities. Demonstrates 
effective communication skills. Contributes fully to the work of teams. Can plan, 
schedule and monitor own work (and that of others where applicable) competently 
within limited time horizons and according to health and safety procedures. Is 
able to absorb and apply new technical information. Is able to work to required 
standards and to understand and use the appropriate methods, tools and 
applications. Appreciates wider field of IT, how own role relates to other IT roles 
and to the business of the employer or client. 

Level 4: Enable (target level for Usability Professional) 
Autonomy Works under general direction within a clear framework of accountability. 

Substantial personal responsibility and autonomy. Plans own work, to meet given 
objectives and processes 

Influence influences team, and specialist peers internally. influences customers at account 
level and suppliers. Some responsibility for work of others and allocation of 
resources. Participates in external activities related to specialization. Decisions 
influence success of projects and team objectives 

Complexity Broad range of complex technical or professional work activities, in a variety of 
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contexts. 

Business skills Selects appropriately from applicable standards, methods, tools and applications 
and use. Demonstrates analytical and systematic approach to problem solving. 
Communicates fluently orally and in writing and can present complex technical 
information to both technical and non-technical audiences. Is able to plan, 
schedule and monitor work activities in order to meet time and quality targets and 
in accordance with health and safety procedures. Is able to absorb rapidly new 
technical information and apply it effectively. Good appreciation of wider field of 
IT, how IT is used in relevant employment areas and how IT relates to the 
business activities of the employer or client. Maintains awareness of developing 
technologies and their application and takes some responsibility for personal 
development. 

Level 5: Ensure, Advise 
Autonomy Works under broad direction. Full accountability for own technical work or 

project/supervisory responsibilities. Receives assignments in the form of 
objectives. Establishes own milestones, team objectives and delegates 
assignments. Work is often self-initiated. 

Influence influences organization, customers, suppliers and peers within industry on 
contribution of specialization. Significant responsibility for the work of others and 
for the allocation of resources. Decisions impact on success of assigned projects 
i.e. results, deadlines and budget. Develops business relationships with 
customers. 

Complexity Challenging range – variety of complex technical or professional work activities. 
Work requires application of fundamental principles in a wide and often 
unpredictable range of contexts. Understands relationship between specialism 
and wider customer/ organizational requirements. 

Business skills Advises on the available standards, methods, tools and applications in own area 
of specialization and can make correct choices from alternatives. Can analyze, 
diagnose, design, plan, execute and evaluate work to time, cost and quality 
targets. Communicates effectively, formally and informally, with colleagues, 
subordinates and customers. Demonstrates leadership. Clear understanding of 
the relationship between own area of responsibility /specialization to the 
employing organization and takes customer requirements into account when 
making proposals. Takes initiative to keep skills up to date. Maintains awareness 
of developments in the industry. Can analyze user requirements and advise users 
on scope and options for operational improvement. Demonstrates creativity and 
innovation in applying IT solutions for the benefit of the user. 

Level 6: Initiate, Influence  
Autonomy Has defined authority and responsibility for a significant area of IT work, including 

technical, financial and quality aspects. Establishes organizational objectives and 
delegates assignments. Accountable for actions and decisions taken by self and 
subordinates. 

Influence influences policy formation on contribution of specialization to business 
objectives.  Influences at level of division internally and influences 
customer/suppliers and industry at senior management level. Decisions impact IT 
work of employing organizations, achievement of organizational objectives and 
financial performance. Develops high-level relationships with customers suppliers 
and industry leaders. 

Complexity Highly complex work activities covering technical, financial and quality aspects 
and contributing to formulation of IT strategy. Work involves creative application 
of wide range of technical and/or management principles. 

Business skills Can absorb complex technical information and communicate effectively at all 
levels to both technical and non-technical audiences. Is able to assess and 
evaluate risk and to understand the implications of new technologies. 
Demonstrates clear leadership skills and the ability to Influence and persuade. 
Has a broad understanding of all aspects of IT and deep understanding of area(s) 
of specialization. Understands and communicates the role and impact of IT in the 
employing organization. Takes initiative to keep both own and subordinates skills 
up to date and to maintain awareness of developments in the IT industry. 
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Level 7: Set Strategy, Inspire, Mobilize  
Autonomy Has authority and responsibility for all aspects of a significant area of IT work, 

including policy formation and application. Is held fully accountable for actions 
taken and decisions made, both by self and subordinates. 

Influence Decisions critical to organizational success.  Influences developments within IT 
industry at highest levels. Advances exploitation of IT within one or more 
organizations and/or the advancement of IT knowledge. Develops long-term 
strategic relationships with customers and industry leaders. 

Complexity Leads on formulation and application of IT strategy. Work involves application of 
highest level management and leadership skills. Has deep understanding of IT 
industry and emerging technologies and implications for the wider business 
environment. 

Business skills Full range of strategic management and leadership skills. Understands, explains 
and presents complex technical ideas to both technical and non-technical 
audiences at all levels up to the highest in a persuasive and convincing manner. 
Has a broad and deep IT knowledge coupled with equivalent knowledge of the 
activities of those businesses and other organizations who use and exploit IT. Is 
able to understand and communicate the potential impact of emerging 
technologies on organizations and individuals and can analyze the risks of using 
or not using such technologies. Takes initiative to keep both own and 
subordinates skills up to date and to maintain awareness of and, in own area(s) of 
expertise. 

 


