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Health and social care provide a wide variety of work which involves different technical knowledge and interpersonal skills (Department of Health and Social Care, 2020). This report addresses the role of the Complex Needs Support Worker, a specialist frontline worker who can help people who have multiple and overlapping conditions, including mental health issues, learning disabilities, physical disabilities and substance misuse. In England, Skills for Care (2024) estimates that there are around 1.52 million adult social care jobs, with complex needs provision one of the areas of demand that is increasing fastest. This report aims to outline the purpose of the role, explain 3 critical skills that must be used to successfully carry out this role and explain the evidence-based strategies that a worker could use to develop these skills in the role.

[bookmark: _Toc231662628]2.  Role Description
A Complex Needs Support Worker works with people with two or more co-occurring needs, frequently with mental health issues, physical disabilities, learning disabilities and/or substance dependency (SCIE, 2022). The position will usually be filled in supported living, residential care or community outreach. Key duties and responsibilities comprise: undertaking risk assessments; preparing and reviewing individual care or support plans; supporting with daily activities – assisting with needs for personal hygiene, meal preparation, medication management, etc.; communicating with multi-disciplinary teams – social workers, psychiatrists and general practitioners, etc.; keeping up to date and accurate records – in line with data protection legislation. The job also includes helping people to access the community services, keep up social networks and gain independence as far as possible (NHS, 2023). For the Complex Needs Support Worker, the key element is that they work within a cross-fertilisation of specialist fields, and therefore need to be flexible, sensitive and trauma-informed in their approach.

[bookmark: _Toc231662629]3.  Essential Skill 1: Communication
The most basic skill of a CNSW is effective communication. People with complex needs may have high levels of communication difficulties due to their limited verbal language ability, mental health challenges or cognitive impairments. The support worker needs to have listening skills, language that is simple and easy to understand, non-verbal communication skills, including Makaton Sign Language and/or visual aids, and adjust their approach to each individual service user (Thompson and Thompson, 2017). If the worker does not have good communication skills, this might lead them to misunderstand what the person using the service needs, which could lead to poor or inappropriate support provision or even to support being harmful. For instance, if an agitated service user is not recognised as expressing distress or challenging behaviour, there may be inappropriate responses, and it may result in loss of trust. A CACHE Award in Communication Skills in Health, Social Care, Early Years and Education at level 2 could be undertaken by a support worker to develop communication skills. In all day-to-day interactions, workers can develop their active listening skills, such as making eye contact, paraphrasing, and not interrupting the speaker, gradually. Frequent supervisory sessions with the line manager also offer a chance for structured reflection on particular communication issues and for the line manager to give evidence-based feedback on communication issues to the learner, in a constructive way.

[bookmark: _Toc231662630]4. Essential Skill 2: Safeguarding Awareness
All health and social care workers have a duty of care to support awareness, and it is a key competency in all contexts, but in particular with complex needs. People who have more than one vulnerability are more likely to be abused, exploited, neglected and engage in self-harm (DoHSC, 2020). A Complex Needs Support Worker should be aware of what constitutes signs and indicators of abuse, understand their legal obligation to report concerns and should be familiar with the organisation's safeguarding procedures as outlined in the Care Act 2014. For instance, if they see signs of bruising, inexplicable changes in behaviour, or signs of financial exploitation, escalating this through the proper reporting channels is essential. If a worker's awareness of safeguarding is inadequate, they might miss signs of potential abuse and neglect, allowing vulnerable people to be at risk of suffering significant harm and ongoing abuse without support. These workers need to undertake the required safeguarding training required by their employer and the Care Quality Commission (CQC) to develop this knowledge. Access to new guidance, developed by SCIE, and to multi-agency safeguarding forums further enhances understanding of this constantly developing area. A reflective log of safeguarding issues and near misses will help practitioners see trends and always improve their practice.
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Emotional resilience is someone's ability to cope with stress, keep professional boundaries and continue to be motivated in challenging and emotionally demanding work situations (Grant and Kinman, 2018). The nature of complex needs work often means being exposed to very distressing circumstances, such as acute mental health crises, self-harm or the loss of a service user over a long period of time. Lack of emotional resilience can lead to burnout, “compassion fatigue”, or “secondary traumatic stress” and can greatly affect the quality and consistency of care a worker can deliver to highly vulnerable people. For example, if a support worker is emotionally stimulated after an individual's crisis, they may not be objective and calm in their interactions with the individual, impacting their sense of safety and security for the service user. Regular reflective practice can help build emotional resilience through providing a structured and confidential environment to reflect on challenging working experiences (Hawkins and McMahon, 2020). Social care practitioners who practice mindfulness techniques have been found to experience less stress at work, including through guided breathing and reflective journaling. Further, building up a robust peer network and proactively using employee assistance programmes allows staff to utilise support before stress gets out of hand.

[bookmark: _Toc231662632]6.  Conclusion
To summarise, this report has provided an overview of the role of the Complex Needs Support Worker, a challenging but important position at the centre of the provision of adult social care in England. There are three essential skills identified, each supported by clear evidence of its importance in the role and by practical, evidence-based strategies for development: Communication, Safeguarding awareness and Emotional resilience. Each of the strategies mentioned (such as accredited training, reflective supervision, mindfulness practice, and involvement of peer support networks) has a direct relevance to the working situation and is based on the latest professional guidance. It is not only a professional duty, but also a moral responsibility to develop competence in all three skills because those that they serve are vulnerable. Through ongoing and meaningful professional development, Complex Needs Support Workers can provide safe, effective and truly compassionate care for some of the most vulnerable members of society.
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