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Healthcare Assistant in the Health and Social Care Field


[bookmark: _Toc449130981]1.1 Introduction
The healthcare and social care in the United Kingdom consist of many professional jobs which form an integral part of the lives of people at every stage of their lives. One of these professional jobs is that of the Healthcare Assistant (HCA). This report explores the role of the Healthcare Assistant in healthcare and social care; highlights three critical skills that are imperative for performing effectively in this job; and finally discusses strategies for improving these skills.

[bookmark: _Toc1957339513]2 Healthcare Assistant in the Health and Social Care Field

[bookmark: _Toc190849694]2.1 Description of Healthcare Assistant in Health and Social Care
Healthcare Assistant (HCA) (also known as Healthcare Support Worker (HCSW)) is an important member of a multi-disciplinary health and/or social care team, who is engaged to deliver patient-centred care. The role of the HCA is important as they can support the registered personnel, such as allied health workers and nurses, to attend to more complex clinical duties. Care skills (2023) suggests that there are almost one million workers in the adult social care sector in England, and the majority are in support positions (HCAs included). It proves that the role of HCA in the healthcare system is very necessary.

The primary duties of a Healthcare Assistant include supporting patients in carrying out activities related to their personal care such as washing, dressing and feeding; monitoring and recording the indicators concerning patients' health, for example, blood pressure, pulse rate, temperature, and oxygen saturation; providing patients with emotional and companionship support; helping patients to change position and move; and collecting patient's specimens like urine samples (NHS, 2024). These responsibilities are delivered in a range of settings, such as NHS hospitals and GP surgeries, residential care homes and in people's own homes. These responsibilities involve both interpersonal and observational and practical skills which are described below.

[bookmark: _Toc661115949]2.2 Explanation of Most Significant Skills Needed for Healthcare Assistant in Health and Social Care
A health and social care professional's greatest skill is effective communication as a Healthcare Assistant. Communication includes conversations with the patient and his/her relatives as well as listening during consultations and also being precise while making entries regarding patients in their files. SCIE (2023) mentions the significance of building a therapeutic relationship for the effective transfer of the correct clinical information to the individuals supervising the nurses. In practice, an HCA may notice a patient who complains of dizziness upon standing and communicate this ASAP to a registered nurse, to avoid the possibility of a late diagnosis of orthostatic hypotension. Being unable to effectively communicate with them in the circumstances could have an immediate impact on patient safety, and it becomes abundantly clear that this capability cannot just be a nice thing to have but a necessary one.

Another skill that is very important for Healthcare Assistants is compassionate care and empathy, as it is also a very close relationship that they provide. Compassion includes showing dignity, respect and sensitivity for a patient, especially when providing care to the patient's personal needs, like bathing and using the toilet. Compassion is considered to be a key element in health and social care practice, and is one of the key areas assessed by the Care Quality Commission (CQC, 2024) in care inspections. An HCA supporting a patient case with dementia, for instance, has to be patient and gentle when caring for that patient when he or she experiences confusion or distress that might occur while engaging in personal care. Compassionate practice also serves as a key way to ensure the dignity of the patient and to build trust and rapport, and is essential for promoting optimal wellbeing and adherence to the care plan.

Observation skills are also highly useful to have as the opportunities for HCAs to care for patients and obtain their vital signs, in accordance with the national Early Warning Score 2 (NEWS2) guidelines, are plentiful within an NHS environment. The NHS (2024) have identified that proper clinical observations are needed to en sure clinical intervention is delivered. A frequent and common example of this is when an HCA fails to notice that a patient lowered his oxygen saturation from 97% to 88%, but still does not notify the nursing team and allows a serious deterioration in the patient's respiratory system to proceed without intervention. Judicious interpretation of normal and abnormal blood and other values is therefore essential for patient safety, and the ability to observe such values is also important.

If these essential skills are missing, patients' consequences might be serious and even life-threatening when the Healthcare Assistant does not exhibit these skills. He or she may overlook diagnosis, medication errors, or continuity of care may be compromised due to poor communication. This lack of minimisation could leave patients feeling less dignified, less safe or less willing to accept their care, thus reducing patient compliance and psychological strain. It is unsuitable clinical observation skills that could lead to a lack in detecting early signs of deterioration, as acknowledged by the NHS (2024) as one of the most common causes for in-hospital deaths that are preventable. Training, support and assessment in each of these areas of competency is therefore essential, ensuring consistently safe and high-quality care by all HCAs.

[bookmark: _Toc161247081]3 Strategies for Skill Improvement for Healthcare Assistant
[bookmark: _Toc347095464]3.1 Three Strategies to Improve the Skills for Healthcare Assistant
Providing 'active listening training' is an effective way of developing the ability of Healthcare Assistants to communicate with patients. Active listening is a strategy of communications, which includes making eye contact, verbalizing or using affirmations and paraphasing the patient's words to illustrate understanding. According to SCIE (2023), paying attention to hearing the meaning that the patients wish to convey through their communication serves as an essential approach for the practitioners to understand the meaning behind the patients’ words in healthcare settings where patients may feel too embarrassed to say anything further. An HCA can practice this skill by actively listening to patients on clinical placement, asking the supervising nurse for feedback and fulfilling required NHS working practices and record keeping training sessions to exercise verbal and written communication skills.

Person-centred care training reflects a tried and tested way of developing care with compassion and empathy in caring staff, in particular, Healthcare Assistants. The central philosophy of person-centred care is that of treating the person as a whole by acknowledging and catering to patients' individual interests, values and needs as opposed to their clinical condition. Accredited person centred care courses are available through SCIE (2023) to build the knowledge and skills of care workers so that they can be able to provide quality, respectful and dignified care. To complement this formal learning, reflective practice, incorporating Gibbs's Reflective Cycle (1988), helps HCAs to look at emotionally challenging situations in their care provision to consider how well they have been met in their compassionate response, and future plans they can make to improve how emotionally challenging situations are responded to in the future. A blend of instructional pedagogy and reflective learning has been demonstrated to improve empathy and emotional strength in health care support.

The learning and simulation-based approach of NEWS training and learning is the most effective way to improve clinical observation skills with HCA's. The National Early Warning Score 2 (NEWS2) is a standardised clinical assessment tool required by the NHS for use with all staff members who monitor patients, it gives a systematic approach to recording vital signs and the severity of concerns to take forward using a numeric scoring system. NHS (2024) National Vets strategy supports the capacity of support workers to recognise patient deterioration at an early stage once they are trained in the formal NEWS2 tool. Through their simulation learning, HCAs develop the accuracy and clinical confidence required by practicing in a low-risk environment before doing so in real patients, such as by recording observations made in a clinical mannequin or in a simulated ward setting. This skill area has been proven to be a highly effective and evidence-based method in clinical education as simulation training significantly lowers observation errors and increases performance in practice.

[bookmark: _Toc1165747592]4 Conclusion
In this report the role of the Healthcare Assistant in health and social care has been explored and the three key skills assessed as communication, caring for others and clinical observation have been identified which are interconnected and are fundamental. The NHS (2024), Skills for Care (2023) and SCIE (2023) evidence all reinforce the need for the importance of each skill to ensure patient safety and quality of care. To help develop each skill, evidence-based strategies have been suggested, such as using active listening training, person centred programmes and NEWS2 simulation learning. Investment in Healthcare Assistants' professional development is essential to maintaining safe, dignified and effective care in health and social care settings.
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