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The Healthcare Assistant (HCA) is a key member of the health and social care team. These professionals work alongside nursing staff, doctors, orderlies, and other health specialists to assist patients with their healthcare and daily living needs. They may work in hospitals, general practice clinics, or care homes. While specific duties vary depending on the workplace, they typically involve assisting patients with daily activities—such as showering, administering medication, and helping with meals—and ensuring that patients feel protected and supported by the healthcare assistants during their stay. The primary goal of the healthcare assistant is to provide patients with safe, respectful, care (NHS England, 2023).
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A healthcare assistant (HCA) is a vital member of the health and social care team who assists individuals with their daily care needs and helps maintain their health, dignity, and independence. This role is crucial, as assistants often spend significant time with patients or residents, enabling them to detect changes in their physical or emotional well-being. Healthcare support staff and nursing assistants require specific competencies and basic knowledge to provide safe, humane, and high-quality care. Depending on the workplace and assigned responsibilities, a healthcare assistant may help with tasks such as personal hygiene, nutrition and hydration, mobility, taking basic vital signs, and supporting various activities. For example, an assistant might help a resident wash and dress, record daily care notes, observe changes in their health status, and report any concerns to the nurse. To perform these duties effectively, the assistant needs skills in communication, empathy, observation, and teamwork. These competencies enable them to understand individuals' needs, treat them with respect, and collaborate safely with other professionals. The Care Certificate also establishes key standards for health and social care workers, covering areas such as communication, person-centered care, privacy and dignity, health and safety, safeguarding vulnerable individuals, and information handling. Ultimately, the role of the healthcare assistant is fundamental, as it provides practical and emotional support while helping to ensure that individuals receive safe, respectful, and person-centered care.
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Communication skills: Communication is one of the most important competencies for a healthcare assistant, as they must interact with patients, family members, and other healthcare professionals. Good communication enables the assistant to understand the patient's needs and convey relevant information to the care team. For example, an assistant might listen to a patient who is feeling unwell and report any changes to the nurse. Thus, effective communication contributes to providing safe, high-quality care.
Empathy and compassion: Empathy and compassion are fundamental skills, given that healthcare assistants care for people who may be in vulnerable, worried, or distressed situations. Showing kindness and understanding helps patients feel more comfortable, respected, and supported. For instance, when assisting a patient with personal hygiene, the assistant must act with patience and respect, always upholding the person's dignity. In this way, empathy and compassion foster a bond of trust and enable the delivery of patient-centered care.
Observational skills: Observation is a key skill, as healthcare assistants must detect changes in a patient's health or behaviour. Attentive observation helps identify when a patient might require additional support or medical attention. For example, an assistant might notice that a patient is confused, unusually tired, or exhibiting a change in behaviour, and report this to the nurse. Therefore, strong observational skills help ensure patient safety and maintain high-quality care.
 
A lack of these skills can have a negative impact on patients and the quality of care they receive. If a healthcare assistant communicates poorly, lacks empathy, or fails to observe patients closely, important information may be overlooked or misinterpreted. For example, a change in a patient's health status might go undetected and unreported, delaying necessary care and leaving the patient feeling unsafe, ignored, or even in danger due to a lack of observation. Therefore, healthcare assistants need these competencies to protect patients, provide quality care, and uphold their dignity and well-being.


They can use realistic workplace examples for each of the three skills:
1. Communication skills
A healthcare assistant uses communication skills when a resident reports feeling dizzy or unwell. The assistant listens carefully, asks simple questions, and relays the information to the nurse. This helps the healthcare team understand the resident's needs and take appropriate action.
2. Empathy and compassion
A healthcare assistant demonstrates empathy when caring for a resident who feels embarrassed about needing help with personal hygiene. The assistant speaks kindly to the person, respects their privacy, and allows them to perform tasks they are capable of doing themselves. This helps the patient feel respected and preserves their dignity.
3. Observation skills
A healthcare assistant uses observation skills when noticing that a usually active resident appears unusually quiet and is not eating as much as usual. The assistant notes these changes and reports them to the nurse. This enables the healthcare team to examine the resident and provide appropriate care.
An excellent resource is the Care Certificate, developed by Skills for Care, Skills for Health, and NHS England. Its standards set out the knowledge, skills, and behaviours expected of health and social care workers.
The role of the healthcare assistant is underpinned by robust evidence derived from the Care Certificate. The standards within this certificate define the knowledge, skills, and behaviours expected of workers in the health and social care sectors. For instance, Standard 6 focuses on effective communication, encompassing an understanding of individuals' communication needs, verification of understanding, and the maintenance of confidentiality. This highlights the importance of communication skills in the healthcare assistant role, as these professionals must interact with patients, residents, and other members of the healthcare team. The *Care Certificate* also addresses fundamental areas of practice such as person-centered care, privacy and dignity, safeguarding vulnerable individuals, health and safety, and information handling. In a real-world care setting, this translates into listening to a resident's concerns, respecting their choices while providing personal care, and informing the nurse of any changes in their health status. Consequently, the Care Certificate demonstrates that healthcare assistants possess the appropriate knowledge, skills, and professional behaviours to deliver safe, respectful, and person-centered care.
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Communication skills are fundamental for healthcare assistants, as they must communicate clearly with patients, their families, and other health professionals. A useful strategy for improving communication is situational simulation (role-playing) and specific communication training. This strategy allows healthcare professionals to practice various scenarios, such as speaking with an upset patient, asking questions, or explaining the care to be provided. The World Health Organization (WHO, 2025) explains that structured training and simulation can be used to develop communication and other care skills among health and social care professionals. By practicing these situations, healthcare assistants gain confidence and learn to adapt their communication to each patient's needs. For example, they can practice speaking calmly with a patient who feels anxious or confused. Therefore, regular simulation practice and communication training help healthcare assistants communicate more effectively and provide patient-centered care.

Empathy and compassion can be improved through the strategy of active listening. Active listening involves paying full attention to the patient, not interrupting, showing understanding, and allowing sufficient time for them to express how they feel. Empathy is important in healthcare because it helps build trust and establish better relationships with patients. Active listening enables the healthcare assistant to understand not only what the patient is saying but also how they are feeling. For instance, if a patient feels anxious before receiving personal care, the healthcare assistant can listen attentively, acknowledge their feelings, and respond in a kind and respectful manner. This strategy can be practiced during everyday conversations with patients. Thus, active listening reinforces empathy and compassion, helping patients feel respected, understood, and supported.

Observation skills can be improved through supervised practice and constant feedback. Healthcare assistants require strong observational skills to detect changes in a patient's behaviour, appearance, or health status and to report them appropriately. NHS England (2023) states that supervision helps healthcare professionals reflect on their practice and develop their knowledge, skills, and competencies. During supervised practice, an experienced staff member can observe the healthcare assistant examining patients and subsequently provide feedback on both positive aspects and areas for improvement. For instance, a supervisor might observe how the healthcare assistant detects changes in a patient's mobility, mood, or appetite and records these observations. The healthcare assistant can use this feedback to refine their practice. Consequently, regular supervision and feedback help develop better observational skills and ensure safe, effective patient care.
(World Health Organization and United Nations Chlidre
Fund (2025)
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In conclusion, the role of the healthcare assistant is fundamental to providing safe, high-quality, person centred care. This report has demonstrated that healthcare assistants play a vital role by supporting patients with their daily needs, communicating with them and other health professionals, and observing and reporting any changes in their condition. The report also highlighted key challenges associated with this work, including the need for effective communication, empathy, and strong observational skills. These competencies are essential, as they enable healthcare assistants to understand patient needs and deliver safe, respectful care. The report further addressed three key strategies for enhancing these skills: using simulation and communication training to develop communication abilities; practicing active listening to foster empathy and compassion; and engaging in supervised practice with feedback to strengthen observational skills. Ultimately, possessing and continuously refining the right competencies helps healthcare assistants provide better support and contribute to safe, effective, and high-quality care. Quality healthcare relies on staff working with the appropriate skills and knowledge combined with an empathetic approach to meet the needs of each patient.
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