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1.1 introduction
A sexual health worker plays an essential role within the wider health and social care sector by supporting individuals to make informed decisions about their sexual wellbeing. I chose this role because sexual health is an area that is often overlooked due to stigma, yet it has a major impact on public health, relationships, and emotional wellbeing. This role is important because it promotes early detection of sexually transmitted infections (STIs), encourages safer sexual practices, and provides confidential support to diverse communities. This report will describe the role of a sexual health worker, evaluate three key skills required for effective practice, and outline strategies to improve these skills.

1.2 Description and Background of the Role 
Sexual health workers support individuals seeking information, testing, treatment, or guidance related to sexual wellbeing. They work in NHS sexual health clinics, hospitals, schools, youth services, and community outreach programmes. Their main aim is to provide accessible, confidential, and non-judgmental services to people of all ages, backgrounds, and identities. This is essential because many individuals feel embarrassed, anxious, or fearful when discussing sexual health. By providing a safe and supportive environment, sexual health workers help reduce stigma and encourage people to access the care they need.
The role involves several duties, including conducting sexual health assessments, discussing contraception and safer sex, supporting STI testing and treatment, delivering educational workshops, and offering emotional support to clients. They also maintain accurate records, follow safeguarding procedures, and collaborate closely with nurses, doctors, counsellors, and public health teams. The most important duty is ensuring clients feel safe, respected, and heard, as trust forms the foundation for honest communication and successful healthcare outcomes. To carry out these responsibilities, sexual health workers require strong communication abilities, emotional intelligence, cultural awareness, and a commitment to confidentiality.

1.3 Evaluation of the Skills Needed for the Role 
These skills are important because they build trust, support clients’ wellbeing, and ensure safe, professional care. They help clients feel respected, understood, and comfortable using health and social services.
Communication Skills
Effective communication is one of the most important skills for a sexual health worker because much of the role involves discussing sensitive or personal topics. Workers must communicate clearly and calmly, avoiding medical jargon and adapting their explanations to each client’s level of understanding Health Education England, (2021). Communication also includes active listening, non-verbal behaviour, and accurate written documentation.
Good communication helps staff build rapport, reduce client anxiety, and promote informed decision-making. For example, when explaining STI test results, a worker must deliver information sensitively and check the client’s understanding. If these skills are lacking, clients may feel judged or misunderstood, which can lead to disengagement from services, increased anxiety, or avoidance of treatment.
Empathy and Emotional Intelligence
Empathy and emotional intelligence are vital because many clients experience fear, embarrassment, or distress when discussing sexual health. Emotional intelligence helps workers understand their own emotions and respond appropriately to the emotions of others Goleman, (1998). Showing empathy helps build trust and allows clients to open up about issues such as sexual identity, trauma, or relationship concerns.
If a sexual health worker lacks empathy, clients may feel rushed, dismissed, or unsupported. This can lead to poor communication, reduced treatment adherence, and withdrawal from services. For example, a young person anxious about their first STI test needs reassurance and patience. Without empathy, they may never return for follow-up care, increasing their risk of untreated infections.
Confidentiality and Professional Boundaries
Confidentiality is a fundamental requirement in sexual health services. Clients must feel confident that their information will remain private; otherwise, they may avoid seeking help altogether General Medical Council, (2023). Professional boundaries help maintain a safe, ethical relationship between worker and client. These boundaries prevent situations such as inappropriate disclosures, over-involvement, or personal relationships that could compromise professional integrity.
If confidentiality is breached, trust is broken, and both ethical and legal consequences may occur. A client whose information is shared without consent may feel shame, fear, or betrayal and may no longer trust healthcare services. Similarly, weak boundaries can lead to blurred relationships and unsafe practice. Strong confidentiality skills protect both the client and the organisation, ensuring that sexual health services remain trustworthy and accessible.

1.4 Strategies to Improve Skills
1. Training and Professional Development
Targeted training is an effective strategy for improving communication, empathy, and confidentiality. Communication workshops can help workers practise active listening, body language awareness, and delivering sensitive information. Role-play scenarios allow workers to rehearse difficult conversations, such as explaining positive test results or addressing client anxieties. Training in trauma-informed practice is also crucial, as many clients may have experienced trauma such as abuse or discrimination NHS Education for Scotland, (2021). Understanding trauma helps staff respond with sensitivity rather than judgement. Regular training in information governance and GDPR ensures workers stay updated on confidentiality and legal responsibilities NHS Digital, (2023). I chose this strategy because structured training provides consistent, evidence-based learning.
2. Reflective Practice and Supervision
Reflective practice involves thinking critically about past interactions to identify strengths and areas for improvement Johns, (2017). This supports the development of emotional intelligence by encouraging workers to consider how their behaviour affects clients. Supervision and mentoring provide safe spaces to discuss challenges, ethical dilemmas, or difficult emotional experiences. For example, after supporting a distressed client who received a positive STI result, a worker might reflect on how effectively they offered reassurance and whether the client felt understood. This strategy improves empathy, boundary-setting, and communication. I selected this approach because reflective practice is widely recognised as essential for ongoing professional growth in health and social care.
3. Cultural Competence and Inclusive Practice
Sexual health workers support people from diverse cultural, linguistic, and identity backgrounds. Cultural competence training helps staff understand different beliefs, values, and sensitivities related to sexuality, gender, and relationships. This allows them to communicate in a respectful, inclusive way and avoid assumptions or stereotypes. Public Health England (2021) emphasises that improving access to sexual health services requires culturally responsive practice. For example, learning about cultural attitudes to contraception or LGBTQ+ issues can help workers adapt their approach and choose appropriate language. This strategy strengthens communication and empathy while promoting trust and safety. I chose it because inclusive practice is essential to reducing stigma and improving outcomes for marginalised groups.

1.5 Conclusion
In conclusion, sexual health workers play a vital role in improving public health, reducing stigma, and supporting individuals to make informed decisions about their sexual wellbeing. To deliver safe, high-quality care, they must demonstrate strong communication skills, empathy, emotional intelligence, and a commitment to confidentiality. These skills ensure that clients feel respected, understood, and safe to discuss sensitive issues. Strategies such as training, reflective practice, supervision, and cultural competence development help strengthen these essential abilities. By continually improving their skills, sexual health workers contribute to accessible, ethical, and inclusive services that benefit individuals and communities.
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