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The health and social care system is a key contributor to health, wellbeing and preventing illness and improving the health of the individual, the family and the community (Department of Health and Social Care, 2023; Public Health England, 2021). In this area health visitors play an important role in a range of activities that includes health promotion, early help, safeguarding and developmental reviews for families with young children. This report aims to look at the health and social care role of a health visitor. Firstly, it will define the role and responsibilities of a health visitor, then go on to discuss three skills that are crucial in effective health visitor practice. The report will then reflect on three evidence-based ways, these skills can be taught and will end with an overview on the significance of these skills in providing safe, quality, family-centered care (Nursing and Midwifery Council, 2024). There is an increasing shortage of health visitors in the UK (Institute of Health Visiting, 2024).
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The role of health visitors is fundamental to the health and social care service as they support children's health, development and wellbeing from birth to five years and help parents and families (Institute of Health Visiting, 2024; Public Health England, 2021). Health visitors are midwives or nurses trained as specialists in public health and are based in the community, with a focus on early help, preventing ill health and tackling health inequalities (Department of Health and Social Care, 2023). They are crucial as they can make a difference to a child's and family's future if health, developmental or safeguarding issues are spotted early (NICE, 2024). As they work closely with the general practitioner, the midwife, the social worker, schools and other health and social services, they are able to offer support and help children appropriately in the early years of their lives where children are at the heart of their care (UNICEF UK, 2023; NICE, 2023). 
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Communication is one of the most important skills needed by a health visitor as it helps to assess children accurately, to educate children and families about health and care and to build relationships of trust, understanding and friendship with children and families. Health visitors interact with parents from diverse cultural, educational and socioeconomic backgrounds and information needs to be clearly, sensitively and in a way that is comprehensible to parents (Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC), 2024). Also, collaborative working with other professionals such as GP, midwife, social worker and members of multi-professional teams is supported by strong communication. 
Another key skill is empathy as health visitors will often be supporting families facing emotional, social or financial issues. Empathy helps professionals to know what the parents are thinking, makes a connection and offer compassionate, family centred care without making assumptions and judgements (Thompson, 2020). When families feel valued, heard and understood they are more likely to participate in services. For example, during home visits a first-time mother with postnatal depression may feel anxious or overwhelmed. An empathetic health visitor can identify emotional distress, offer reassurance, discuss reassuring and supporting options with the mother and refer to mental health services when appropriate. 
The other key skill is clinical decision making and assessment, as health visitors have to recognize health or safeguarding issues and make decisions on what to do. The skills will include gathering information, analysing evidence, identifying potential risks and making professional judgements to ensure the wellbeing of children and families (Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC), 2024). The physical development, developmental progress, nutrition and home environment of children are routinely assessed and children are identified as being at risk of neglect or harm by health visitors. If a home visiting programme is repeated and there is a weight gain issue, delayed speech development and parental substance misuse is an issue, then the health visitor needs to consider the evidence, liaise with the other safeguarding professionals and make suitable referrals. 
The lack of these basic skills can have negative implications for children, families and health services. Poor communication can lead to parents not understanding key health information, which can lead to missed immunizations, reduced engagement in health services or inappropriate infant feeding practices. Families may not be willing to share important information about domestic abuse, mental health or safeguarding concerns with practitioners if they do not have empathy. Likewise, poor assessment and decision-making competencies can result in delayed identification of developmental issues or concerns related to child protection, increasing children's potential for harm. The Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC 2024) states that good communication, sound professional judgement and person-centred practice are essential in the delivery of safe and quality care by professionals working in health and social care. It is essential that these three skills are part of every health visitor's toolkit in order to safeguard children, support families and contribute to health visitor public health role.
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Professional communication training has been recognised as a key method of enhancing communication with service users and multi-disciplinary team and therefore is an effective way to strengthen communication skills. Structured communication training fosters active listening, questioning abilities, health education competencies and clear and compassionate delivery of complex health information (Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC), 2024). This strategy is especially useful as health visitors provide information to parents regularly on a range of issues including breastfeeding, childhood immunisations, nutrition and child development, which are not necessarily the same topics for every cultural group and socio-economic group. 
Reflective practice can be used to build capacity for empathy and involves health professionals critically reviewing their experiences, feelings and professional reactions after engaging with service users. Reflective practice helps health visitors to highlight what they have done well, understand what they need to improve and be more aware of the emotional needs of families (Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC), 2024). Reflection is also a part of professional resilience by allowing practitioners to learn from difficult situations whilst keeping professional boundaries. For example a health visitor who has supported a mother with postpartum depression might look back at how well they communicated with her, the emotional support they gave and if they might have made earlier referrals. The process allows for continuous learning and will enable future interactions to be more compassionate, responsive and person centred (Nursing and Midwifery Council, 2024). 
Assessment and clinical decision making is also an important aspect of a health visitor's practice and interaction with families and is fundamental in enhancing practice. This includes the capacity to systematically collect relevant data, to identify early warning signs and to make timely and evidence-based decisions regarding a child's health, development or safeguarding needs (National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE), 2024). By developing this skill, health visitors can identify a normal variation in child development and where further intervention or referral is indicated, minimise the risk of missed concerns. For instance, if a health visitor is observing a baby who is not gaining weight well, they will need to consider the clinical factors along with family factors before making the decision to refer to the GP or safeguarding team. Structured assessment instruments and ongoing learning and training in decision-making help to ensure consistency and confidence in practice. This ends up enhancing clinical security and the trust families have in their health visitor.
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4 Conclusion
The health visitor's role is significant in supporting children and families in all aspects of health and wellbeing by providing developmental support, health education, safeguarding and early intervention. This report has highlighted the importance of effective communication, empathy and clinical decision making for health visitors to provide safe, family centred and evidence based care (Nursing and Midwifery Council, 2024). It has also identified that communication training, reflective practice and continuous professional development are good ways of enhancing these professional skills and practice (Skills for Care, 2024). In total, the development of competent and compassionate health visitors is a core part of providing children, families and communities with high quality health care and social care services and improved longer-term outcomes (Public Health England, 2021; Department of Health and Social Care, 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc234887173][bookmark: _Toc237532958]5 Reference List

Department of Health and Social Care (2023) Healthy child programme: Pregnancy and the first 5 years of life. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/healthy-child-programme-pregnancy-and-the-first-5-years-of-life (Accessed 5 July 2026).
Health and Care Professions Council (2024) Standards of proficiency: Specialist community public health nurses. Available at: https://www.nmc.org.uk/standards/standards-for-post-registration/standards-of-proficiency-for-specialist-community-public-health-nurses2/ (Accessed 12 July 2026).
Institute of Health Visiting (2024) About health visiting. Available at: https://ihv.org.uk/about-us/ (Accessed  5 July 2026).
National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (2023) Postnatal care (NICE Guideline NG194). Available at: https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/ng194 (Accessed 5 July 2026).
National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (2024) Child abuse and neglect (NICE Guideline NG76). Available at: https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/ng76 (Accessed 3 August
2026).

Nursing and Midwifery Council (2024) The Code: Professional standards of practice and behaviour for nurses, midwives and nursing associates. Available at: https://www.nmc.org.uk/standards/code/ (Accessed 8 August 2026).
Public Health England (2021) Best start in life and beyond: Improving public health outcomes for children, young people and families. London: Public Health England. Available at: https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/id/eprint/31241/1/best_start_in_life_and_beyond_commissioning_guidance_1.pdf (Accessed 24 July 2026). 
Skills for Care (2024) Continuing professional development. Available at: https://www.skillsforcare.org.uk/ (Accessed 30 July 2026).
UNICEF UK (2023) The Baby Friendly Initiative: Standards and guidance. Available at: https://www.unicef.org.uk/babyfriendly/about/standards/ ( Accessed 2 August 2026).
Thompson, N. (2020) Understanding Social Work: Preparing for Practice. 5th edn. London: Red Globe Press. (Accessed 5 July 2026).



1

image1.png
Prifysgol Cymru
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

University of Wales
Trinity Saint David




