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How to ensure minimum
standards of capability
Some work simply must not be done by someone who is not ready
for it. A minimum standard of capability is the floor below which no
one should be doing a task unsupervised. This is how to set that floor
clearly, check who meets it, and hold the line, so quality and
compliance are protected by design, not luck.

Dr Alex J. Martin-Smith
CMGR · MBA · LLM · DBA
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T H E  S H O R T  A N S W E R

To ensure minimum standards of capability, define the lowest
acceptable level for each critical task, measure everyone
against it on a clear scale, and only let people work
unsupervised once they meet it. Treat the standard as a firm

floor: evidence it, enforce it for regulated work, and bring anyone
below it up with training or supervision. In short: set the floor,
measure against it, and never let critical work fall below the
line.
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

A minimum standard is a floor. It is the lowest capability level at which a
task can safely be done unsupervised.

It is the heart of ISO 9001. Clause 7.2 is essentially a demand to define
minimum competence and prove people meet it.

Measure against the floor. Every person on a critical task either meets

the required level or they do not; there is no grey area.

Below the line means act. Someone below the standard works under

supervision until training brings them up to it.

Evidence is the proof. A defined level plus evidence per person is exactly

what auditors and quality standards expect.

START HERE

What a "minimum standard of
capability" really is

A minimum standard of capability is the lowest level at which a task may

be performed to an acceptable quality, unsupervised. It is a floor, not a
target: a clear line below which a person should not be doing that work

alone, however willing or available they happen to be.

A floor, not a target

It helps to separate two ideas. A target is where you would like people to be;
a minimum standard is where they must be before they are trusted to do the

work alone. The two are often the same level, but they serve different
purposes. A target pulls development upwards; a minimum standard protects
the work from being done badly. Ensuring minimum standards is about
defending that floor consistently, so quality never depends on who happened

to pick up the task.

It turns "good enough" into a defined line

Without a defined minimum, "competent enough" is a matter of opinion, and

opinions drift, especially when a team is busy and short-handed. Setting an
explicit minimum level for each critical task replaces that wobble with a
clear, shared line: either a person meets it or they do not. That single move

removes a surprising amount of risk, because it stops capable-looking but
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under-prepared people quietly being handed work they are not yet ready to
do alone.

It is the core of a quality system

This is not just good management; it is what formal quality standards require.
ISO 9001's competence clause is, in plain terms, a demand to identify the
minimum competency each role needs and prove people meet it. Defining

minimum standards, measuring against them, acting on shortfalls and
retaining the evidence is precisely the loop a quality system is built around.
Get this right and a large part of compliance falls into place naturally.

WHY IT MATTERS NOW

An undefined floor is a risk you cannot
see

When the minimum is vague, the gaps are invisible until something goes
wrong: a quality failure, a compliance breach, a customer harmed by

work done by someone not ready for it. A defined standard turns that

hidden risk into something you can see and manage.

7.2
ISO 9001:2015

the competence
clause: determine
the competence
needed, ensure
people have it, act
on gaps, and retain
evidence.

39%
WEF, 2025

of workers' core
skills are expected
to change by 2030,
so the floor must be
re-checked, not set
once.

63%
WEF, 2025

of employers call
skills gaps the
biggest barrier to
transformation; an
undefined floor lets
those gaps hide.

The logic is simple and serious. Critical work done below an acceptable
standard is where quality failures, safety incidents and compliance breaches

come from, and the cost of one of those dwarfs the effort of setting a clear
floor. Yet many teams have never written down the minimum level for their
most important tasks, so they cannot say, with evidence, that the people

doing them are ready. Defining and enforcing minimum standards converts
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"we think they're fine" into "we can prove they meet the line", which is
exactly where you want to be when something is examined.

THE METHOD

Seven steps to ensure minimum
standards

This is about drawing a clear line and holding it. Work through the steps
in order: decide which work needs a floor, set the level, measure against

it, then act on anyone below and keep the standard alive over time.

1 Identify the work that needs a floor

Not every task warrants a formal minimum standard. Focus on

the work where being under-prepared causes real harm:
regulated tasks, safety-critical work, anything customer-facing

or quality-sensitive. These are the tasks where a clear floor
matters most. Listing them first keeps the exercise focused and

stops it collapsing into bureaucracy across trivial activities.

WATCH OUT   Setting a formal floor on every minor task buries the
important ones in noise. Reserve minimum standards for work where
falling short genuinely hurts.

2 Define the minimum level for each

For each critical task, decide the lowest capability level at

which it may be done unsupervised, on a clear, shared scale.
For most work this is Level 3, "Capable": fully trained,

consistent quality, able to work alone. Some regulated or high-

risk tasks may demand Level 4. Writing the level down turns
"competent enough" from a judgement call into a defined,

checkable requirement.

WATCH OUT   Do not pitch every floor at the top level. An inflated
minimum is unachievable and gets quietly ignored, which is worse
than a realistic one that is enforced.
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3 Measure everyone against the line

Score each person who does, or might do, each critical task

against the minimum level, honestly and with evidence. Now

every person is clearly on one side of the line or the other: they
meet the standard, or they do not. Done on a skills matrix, this

gives you an at-a-glance view of exactly who is cleared for
each critical task and who is not yet.

WATCH OUT   Generous scoring defeats the whole purpose. A floor only
protects the work if the scores against it are honest and evidenced.

4 Treat the regulated floor as non-negotiable

For compliance-critical and safety-critical work, the minimum
standard is a hard gate, not a guideline. Only people who

genuinely meet the level, with evidence, may do the task
unsupervised, full stop. No deadline pressure, staff shortage or

"they'll be fine" justifies crossing that line. This is the one place

where the standard must never bend, because the
consequences of it bending are the most severe.

WATCH OUT   The temptation to bend the floor is always highest when
you are busiest. That is precisely when holding it matters most.

5 Supervise or train anyone below the line

Someone below the minimum is not a problem to hide; they are
a development task. Until they reach the standard, they work

under supervision or sign-off, never alone on the critical task.
Meanwhile, give them the training, practice and support to

climb to the line. This keeps the work safe today while building

the capability that makes it safe without supervision tomorrow.

WATCH OUT   "Below the line" must trigger an action, supervision plus a
plan, not a blind eye. An unmanaged shortfall is the risk you were
trying to remove.

SKILLSMATRIXTEMPLATE.COM HOW TO ENSURE MINIMUM STANDARDS OF CAPABILITY PAGE 5 / 15



6 Record the evidence behind each pass

A person meeting the standard should rest on something real: a

sign-off, a work sample, a test, an observation, a certificate.

Capturing that evidence does two jobs: it makes the standard
defensible if questioned, and it is exactly what ISO 9001 and

auditors ask for, documented proof of competence. A floor you
can evidence is a floor you can stand behind.

WATCH OUT   A level with no evidence is just an assertion. If you could
not show an auditor why someone meets the standard, you have not
really ensured it.

7 Re-check the floor on a cycle

Standards decay. Skills fade if unused, requirements change,
and new critical tasks appear. Re-confirm capability against the

minimum on a regular cycle, and whenever a process,
regulation or role changes. A useful rule built into the

framework: if a high-level skill has not been used for three

months, step it back and reconfirm. The floor only protects you
if it reflects today, not last year.

WATCH OUT   A standard confirmed once and never revisited gives false
comfort. Currency is part of the standard, not an optional extra.

GETTING THE LINE RIGHT

Three things a good minimum
standard needs

A floor only works if it is clear, evidenced and enforced. Miss any one and

the standard quietly stops protecting the work it was meant to protect.

ELEMENT 01

A defined level

An explicit minimum
on a shared scale, not
a vague "competent
enough". A defined
level is checkable,
comparable and
impossible to argue
your way around

ELEMENT 02

Evidence

Proof that each
person meets the
level: a sign-off,
sample, test or
certificate. Evidence
turns the standard
from an opinion into
something you can

ELEMENT 03

Enforcement

A clear rule about
what happens below
the line: supervision
until the standard is
met. A floor nobody
enforces is just a
number; the

SKILLSMATRIXTEMPLATE.COM HOW TO ENSURE MINIMUM STANDARDS OF CAPABILITY PAGE 6 / 15



when the team is
under pressure.

defend and an auditor
can verify.

enforcement is what
makes it real.

The three work together. A defined level with no evidence is an assertion;
evidence with no enforcement is a record of a rule nobody follows;
enforcement without a defined level is arbitrary. Put all three in place, a clear

minimum, evidence each person meets it, and a firm rule for those who do
not, and you have a standard that genuinely protects quality and compliance
rather than just documenting an intention. A skills matrix is the natural home

for all three at once.

THE SCALE BEHIND THE SCORES

The 0 to 5 capability framework

A minimum standard needs a shared scale to sit on, so the floor means

the same thing to everyone. This fixed, research-backed framework

defines each level the same way, with Level 3 as the usual point at which
work can be done unsupervised, the natural place to set most floors.

0
No skill required or desired EXCLUDED

No expectation that the person or role needs this skill within the next year.
Take a longer-term view here, and do not use this level for short-term
assessments. No requirement means no floor to meet.

1
In training / Trainee WEIGHTING 25%

Expected to be proficient within a year. Has completed up to 75% of training
and does not yet fully understand the quality requirements. Below the floor
for most critical work, so works under supervision.

2
Developing capabilities WEIGHTING 50%

Has completed more than 75% of training. Can probably perform the task
alone, but consistent quality and productivity are not yet evidenced, so
complex output still needs checking. Usually still below the floor.

3
Capable WEIGHTING 75% · USUAL MINIMUM

Has completed 100% of training and shown consistent quality and
productivity. Can work unsupervised. This is the level at which most minimum
standards are set, the floor for doing critical work alone.
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4
Subject Matter Expert / Trainer WEIGHTING 100%

Prolonged experience at a consistent level. Works autonomously and can train
others, the right floor for the highest-risk or most specialised work, and the
people who bring others up to the line. If the skill has not been used in three
months, drop back to Level 3 to reconfirm competence.

5
Strategic ownership / Leadership WEIGHTING 100%

Can define and develop new processes and skill requirements, show cross-
function expertise, and demonstrate leadership. Carries the same numeric
weight as Level 4; the purple flag highlights strategic capability and helps you
spot succession candidates.

How a minimum standard reads on the scale

Setting a minimum standard means naming a required level for a task;
everyone is then simply at, above, or below that line. The proficiency

weightings, Level 1 = 25%, 2 = 50%, 3 = 75%, 4 and 5 = 100%, with 0
excluded, let you also express how far below the floor someone sits, which
sizes the gap to close. The rule is binary for the work itself: meet the level to
do it unsupervised, or work under supervision until you do.

A worked example. A Compliance (KYC) task with a minimum standard of
Level 3:

KYC scores  Sarah 2, Mark 1, Priya 4, James 1, Aisha 1, Tom 2
meet the floor (Level 3+)  →  Priya only
so only Priya works KYC unsupervised; the other five need
supervision and a plan to reach the line.

SEE IT ON A REAL TEAM

What a minimum standard looks like
on a matrix

Here is the same six-person team, checked against the minimum
standards for three critical tasks. Each task has a required floor; every

person either meets it or falls below. The pattern instantly shows where
critical work is safely covered and where it is exposed.
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Compliance
(KYC)

min L3

Complaint
handling
min L3

Coaching
others
min L4

Meets all
required?

Sarah J. 2 4 3 No

Mark T. 1 3 2 No

Priya R. 4 3 4 Yes

James W. 1 4 1 No

Aisha K. 1 3 2 No

Tom G. 2 3 2 No

6 / 6 meet the Complaint handling floor, fully protected 1 / 6

meet the Compliance and Coaching floors, both rest on Priya alone

Illustrative standards on the Upleashed 0 to 5 framework. Shaded cells fall below the task's minimum, so
that person may only do the task under supervision until they reach the line.

WHAT THE FLOORS REVEAL

One task is fully protected.  Everyone meets the Complaint handling floor

of Level 3, so it can be done unsupervised by anyone, no risk, no supervision
overhead.

Two floors rest on one person.  Only Priya meets the Compliance and

Coaching standards. The work is safe when she does it, but exposed the
moment she is away, a clear, visible risk.

Below the line is not idle.  The five below the Compliance floor are not
barred from learning it; they work under supervision while training brings
them up to Level 3.

The grid is the evidence.  The same matrix that sets the floor also records
who clears it, ready to show an auditor exactly who is cleared for each critical
task, and why.

CHOOSING HOW TO VERIFY THE FLOOR

Five ways to confirm someone meets
the standard

A minimum standard is only as trustworthy as the evidence behind it.
Here is how the common ways of confirming capability compare, so you

can match the rigour of the check to the risk of the task.
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Method Best for Watch out for

Practical test /

assessment

High-risk and regulated

work where being wrong
is costly

Takes time to set up; reserve the

heavyweight check for the
heavyweight tasks

Work-sample

review

Confirming real output

meets standard, in
context

Needs a competent reviewer and

a representative sample, not a
cherry-picked one

Supervisor sign-

off

Day-to-day confirmation

that someone is ready to
work alone

One viewpoint; pair with

evidence for anything critical or
contested

Certification /

qualification

Regulated competence

with a formal, external
standard

Proves training, not always

current capability; check it is still
valid

Observation over

time

Confirming consistency,

not just a one-off good
day

Slower; best combined with a

sample or sign-off for a firm
decision

A reliable default: match the rigour to the risk. For a regulated, safety-critical
task, combine a practical assessment or valid certification with a work-
sample review, and record it. For lower-risk work, a supervisor sign-off

backed by observation over time is enough. In every case, write down what
the evidence was, so the standard is defensible long after the moment it was
confirmed.

AVOID THESE

Six mistakes that let standards slip

MISTAKE 01

Leaving the floor undefined
"Competent enough" is an opinion
that drifts under pressure. Without a
defined level, there is no standard to
hold.

MISTAKE 02

Bending the floor when busy
The urge to let an under-qualified
person cover critical work peaks
when you are short-handed, exactly
when it is most dangerous.
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MISTAKE 03

Setting the bar impossibly high
An inflated minimum nobody can
meet gets quietly ignored. A realistic,
enforced floor beats an aspirational,
abandoned one.

MISTAKE 04

No evidence behind the pass
A level with nothing to back it is an
assertion. If you could not show an
auditor why, you have not ensured
the standard.

MISTAKE 05

Ignoring those below the line

Below the floor must mean
supervision plus a plan, not a blind
eye. An unmanaged shortfall is the
risk you meant to remove.

MISTAKE 06

Setting it once, never re-

checking
Skills fade and requirements change.
A floor confirmed last year and never
revisited gives false comfort today.
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FROM VAGUE TO VERIFIED

The method is free. A ready-made
matrix just makes the floor visible
and enforceable.

Everything here works in a blank spreadsheet, and that is a fine

place to start. A purpose-built template simply makes the
standard easy to set and hold. Set a required level per task, score
everyone against it, and the grid shows instantly who clears each

floor and who falls below, with the evidence and review dates
alongside, so quality and compliance are protected by design.

The Advanced Excel Skills Matrix lets you set a required level per skill and see at a glance
who clears the floor and who needs supervision, with evidence and review dates, all on
the same 0 to 5 framework used throughout this guide.

TRY IT FREE

£0
The online 5×5
builder maps a
small team in
your browser, with
no sign-up. A fast
way to set your
first floors.

MOST POPULAR

£199
The full Excel
template: heat
map, required-
level checks,
evidence and
review tracking,
up to 30 people
and 30 skills.
One-off, yours
forever.

WHEN YOU ARE

READY

£1
Upgrade to
PulseAI in your
first year for a
living, web and
mobile version
with AI skill
suggestions and
reminders.
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COMMON QUESTIONS

Quick answers

Q What is a minimum standard of capability?

It is the lowest capability level at which a task may be done to an acceptable quality,

unsupervised. It acts as a floor: below it, a person should not be doing that work alone.
Setting one turns "competent enough" from an opinion into a defined, checkable line.

Q What level should I set the minimum at?

For most work, Level 3, "Capable": fully trained, consistent quality, able to work

unsupervised. Reserve Level 4 for the highest-risk, most specialised or regulated
tasks. Avoid setting every floor at the top level, as an unachievable minimum gets

ignored rather than enforced.

Q How does this relate to ISO 9001?

Closely. ISO 9001's competence clause is, in plain terms, a requirement to define the

minimum competence each role needs, ensure people meet it, act on any gaps, and

retain evidence. A skills matrix with required levels and evidence is a clean way to

demonstrate exactly that.

Q What do I do with someone below the standard?

Keep them off the critical task unsupervised, and put them on a path to the line. Until

they meet the minimum, they work under supervision or sign-off while training and

practice bring them up. Below the line should always trigger an action, never a blind
eye.

Q Can I ever make an exception for a regulated task?

No. For compliance-critical and safety-critical work, the minimum standard is a hard
gate, not a guideline. Deadline pressure or staff shortages never justify letting

someone under the required level do the work alone; that is precisely the risk the

standard exists to prevent.

Q Do I need software to manage minimum standards?

No. A well-built spreadsheet that records required levels, scores and evidence does

the job, and most teams should start there. Software helps when you want the

standard tracked live and shared across many teams, with reminders and AI-assisted

suggestions.
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Hold the line.

You now have the whole method. The quickest way to start is to pick
your most critical task this week, write down the minimum level it

requires, and check who clears it. The gaps you find are exactly where to
focus supervision and training next.

Try the free 5×5 builder →  Get the template, £199

Award-winning method · 148,000+ teams · instant download · single-team licence
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Skills Matrix Template — the award-winning Excel skills matrix by Upleashed.  skillsmatrixtemplate.com
Powered by Upleashed Limited · upleashed.com
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