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The Role of a Healthcare Assistant
Introduction
The health and social care sector include a wide range of roles, each contributing in different ways to the wellbeing, dignity and safety of individuals who need support. These roles range from highly clinical positions, such as nurses and doctors, to roles that focus on daily care and emotional wellbeing. One of the most hands-on and people-focused positions is the Healthcare Assistant (HCA). HCAs work in settings such as hospitals, residential and nursing homes, GP practices, supported living environments and community care services. 
Although responsibilities vary across environments, HCAs consistently play an essential role in providing personal care, emotional support and practical assistance. They often spend more time with service users than any other member of staff, which gives them an important role in observing changes, building trust and contributing to the overall quality of care. 

Description of the Healthcare Assistant Role
Healthcare Assistants provide support with tasks that individuals may be unable to manage independently. One of the core responsibilities is delivering personal care. This may include helping individuals to wash, bathe, shower, dress, groom and manage their toileting needs. These tasks protect a person’s dignity and ensure they remain comfortable and hygienic. Even though these are basic activities of daily living, many people—such as those with limited mobility, cognitive impairments, disabilities or acute illness—may require assistance to complete them safely.
Another important part of the HCA role is supporting mobility. This can involve helping individuals to change position in bed, assisting them in using mobility aids such as walkers or hoists, or supporting them during supervised walks. Maintaining mobility is crucial in preventing complications such as pressure ulcers, joint stiffness and muscle weakening. For example, when an HCA encourages a recovering patient to sit out of bed for meals, this supports circulation, digestion and mental wellbeing.
HCAs also assist with eating and drinking. This includes delivering meal trays, assisting with cutting food, encouraging adequate nutrition and hydration, and feeding individuals who cannot feed themselves safely. Monitoring food and fluid intake is also essential, particularly for individuals who are at risk of dehydration or malnutrition. Simple observations—such as noticing that a patient has barely touched their lunch—can prompt early intervention and prevent further health issues.
A more clinical aspect of the role involves taking and recording vital observations, including temperature, pulse, blood pressure, respiration rate and oxygen saturation. These measurements help registered nurses to identify early signs of deterioration or improvement. For instance, if an HCA records that a patient’s oxygen levels have dropped significantly, they must report this immediately so that urgent clinical action can be taken.
Essential Skills Needed for the Role
i. Communication
Effective communication is one of the most important skills for a Healthcare Assistant. HCAs regularly communicate with patients, families, nurses, doctors, therapists and other members of the care team. Clear and accurate communication ensures that everyone understands the needs and preferences of the individual receiving care. For example, if a patient mentions feeling faint or unwell, the HCA must listen attentively, ask appropriate questions, and report the information accurately to a nurse.
Communication is not limited to spoken words. Non-verbal communication, such as eye contact, facial expression, gestures and tone of voice, also has a significant impact. For service users with dementia, autism or hearing impairments, these non-verbal cues may be even more important than verbal instructions. A warm tone and reassuring presence can help a person feel safe during personal care tasks that may otherwise feel intrusive or uncomfortable.


a. Empathy and Compassion 
Empathy and compassion are central to providing high-quality care. Empathy involves understanding and acknowledging another person's feelings, while compassion involves responding to those feelings with kindness and sensitivity. Many service users feel vulnerable, embarrassed or frightened due to their health conditions. Empathy allows HCAs to approach each situation with patience and understanding, creating a more trusting and comfortable environment.
Empathy is also important when supporting individuals with cognitive disorders like dementia. People with dementia may become confused, repeat questions or appear frustrated. Understanding that these behaviours are symptoms of the condition helps HCAs remain calm and supportive, preventing frustration and maintaining a positive relationship.
i. Time Management
Time management is crucial for HCAs because the role often involves many tasks that need to be completed within limited time frames. On a busy hospital ward or care home, an HCA may have to assist multiple individuals with personal care, support meal rounds, complete observations, attend handovers, tidy the environment, and respond to urgent requests. Without effective time management, tasks can become overwhelming, and the quality of care may decrease.
Good time management involves prioritising tasks, planning and staying organised. For example, helping a person at risk of falls to the toilet takes priority over restocking supplies. It also means knowing when to request help from colleagues to ensure that care remains safe and efficient. Effective time management benefits not only the HCA but the whole care team and, most importantly, the service users.



Strategies to Improve Each Skill
i. Improving Communication
One strategy for improving communication is shadowing experienced staff. Observing how skilled HCAs or nurses interact with patients provides practical examples of how to adapt communication styles to different needs. For instance, a new HCA might learn how to speak slowly and clearly to someone with hearing difficulties or how to use simple language with someone who is confused.
Another strategy is practising active listening. This means giving full attention, avoiding interruptions, summarising what the individual has said and asking clarifying questions when needed. Active listening helps service users feel valued and reduces the chances of misunderstanding.
i. Improving Empathy and Compassion
Reflective practice is one effective method for building empathy. After a shift, HCAs can reflect on interactions, consider how service users may have felt, and think about how they responded. This helps develop emotional awareness and supports continuous improvement.
Learning about different health conditions is another way to build empathy. Understanding the symptoms, challenges and emotional impact of conditions such as dementia, stroke or chronic pain helps HCAs better appreciate what individuals may be experiencing.
Making time for personal connections also helps. Asking individuals about their hobbies, families or interests can build trust and help HCAs see the person beyond their illness. This naturally develops empathy and strengthens the relationship between the HCA and the individual.
i. Improving Time Management
Using task lists can greatly improve organisation. At the start of a shift, HCAs can list key tasks and prioritise them. This helps them stay focused and ensures that important duties are not forgotten.
Teamwork also supports better time management. Communicating clearly with colleagues about workloads, sharing tasks fairly, and helping each other during busy periods helps maintain smooth operations and prevents delays in care.
Conclusion
Healthcare Assistants play a vital role in the health and social care sector, providing essential support that helps individuals maintain dignity, comfort and wellbeing. The role requires strong communication skills, empathy and effective time management. Each of these skills can be developed through training, reflection, practice and collaboration with colleagues. When HCAs strengthen these skills, they provide safer, more compassionate and more person-centred care. This not only benefits service users but also contributes to a well-functioning, supportive and professional care environment.
References
Hall, C. & Hennessey, R. (2021) Person-centred care in practice. Sage.
 Health Education England (2020) Communication skills for health and social care staff. HEE.
 NHS Careers (2023) Healthcare assistant role overview. NHS.
 Sinclair, S. et al. (2018) ‘Compassion in health care: An integrative review’, Journal of Advanced Nursing, 74(2), pp. 249–269.
 Skills for Care (2022) Core skills for care workers. Skills for Care

