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‘The biggest single contributor to quality services is the 

competence of the staff, both paid and unpaid, who are employed 

in them.’ 1

The Association for Real Change (ARC) is committed to promoting high quality provision 

for people with a learning disability.  We recognise that such provision relies heavily on the 

skills and competence of staff employed to support people.  Over recent years we have 

been struck by the consistent concerns expressed by our members relating to the growing 

challenges they face in both planning and developing such a workforce.  These concerns 

appear to relate to:

• recurring difficulties in attracting a pool of suitable candidates for recruitment

• the need for workforce development to be more highly developed to take account of the 

changing roles of staff from a previous predominance of large group based services to a 

more individualised support activity in local communities

• high turnover rates

• growing recruitment costs

• the poor status of care sector work.

Since effective recruitment and retention lie at the heart of effective support provision, ARC 

(Northern Ireland) secured funding through the European Social Fund (ESF) under the Equal 

Community Initiative Programme and the Department for Employment and Learning (DEL) 

to establish a project to support agencies in addressing these challenges.

The POISE (Promoting Opportunities for Inclusion in Social Care Employment) project 

was the first initiative in Northern Ireland which focused solely and systematically on issues 

related to recruitment and retention in the learning disability workforce.

Over the two years since its inception the project has produced the first series of research 

studies on recruitment and the learning disability workforce, it piloted an initiative to 

attract staff from non-traditional markets and supported inter- agency approaches to the 

recruitment process.

From POISE we believe we have learned a lot about barriers to and solutions for effective 

workforce planning and development.  We also, through our project partners Ulster 

Foreword

1 ‘Equal Lives: Review of Policy And Services For People With a Learning Disability in Northern Ireland’, 2005 
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Community and Hospitals Trust, North and West Belfast Trust2 and Positive Futures, have 

established that partnership work in this area can be possible, positive and productive.

We are keen to share some of the lessons we have learned so that other organisations might 

benefit and also perhaps avoid some of the pit holes we met on our journey.  This publication 

is not a definitive guide to recruitment in learning disability services.  Rather we see it as 

charting some of the points we reached on our journey and hopefully providing some tools 

and tips that you may find useful.

The Road To Recruitment contains six sections:

1 Overview of the POISE project

2 POISE’d for partnership

3 Workforce profile

4 Finding the people

5 Application process 

6 Interview and selection

We have also included a CD Rom Toolkit containing various research reports on the learning 

disability workforce and forms, checklists, etc. that can be readily adapted by agencies for 

their own use.  Finally, we include a DVD, ‘No Ordinary Job’, that portrays the range of job 

opportunities in learning disability services for use in agency recruitment exercises.

We are still on the journey to improved recruitment practices.  We hope that by sharing 

our experiences at this stage we will assist you to improve how to go about the vital job of 

recruiting staff.

My sincere thanks go to all those who have made this publication possible including the 

POISE team, our research colleagues in the University of Ulster and the many staff in our 

three partner agencies who have supported us throughout the project.

Siobhan Bogues 

National Manager, ARC (Northern Ireland) 

10th January 2008

2 In April 2007 the two trusts became part of new larger organisations – the South Eastern HSC Trust and 

the Belfast HSC Trust
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‘The recruitment of high calibre staff is one of the biggest challenges faced 

by learning disability services.  It is a science as well as an art and both are 

represented in the lessons gleaned from the POISE project.  This handbook 

is essential reading for service managers and Human Resource (HR) 

personnel.’ 

Professor Roy McConkey,  

University of Ulster

Chapter 1:
Overview of the POISE project
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Key Issues

• POISE was a test bed for exploring whether agencies could set aside 

organisational self-interest to collaborate on workforce development.

• The POISE project has produced research and resources, which can now be 

accessed by all services for use in their recruitment activities.

• The POISE model offers key pointers for future similar inter-agency collaboration 

by other organisations.

Background to POISE

Learning disability service providers in Northern Ireland have expressed concerns 

consistently at ARC events around staff recruitment and retention including:

• growing difficulties in recruiting staff

• the changing nature of support services resulting in greater part-time and lone working

• need for a more diverse workforce to reflect the diversity of service users

• under representation of males in the workforce

• under representation of females in management roles

• poor image of employment opportunities in the care sector.

Despite these concerns being expressed by the majority of service providers, there is little 

evidence of concerted attempts across services to address them.

In consultation with several member agencies, ARC produced a proposal that would test the 

benefits and feasibility of agencies working together.  It was hoped that such collaboration 

would:

• develop information, research and resources of benefits to the wider learning disability 

sector

• reduce inefficiencies arising from a single agency approach by sharing expertise and 

resources and reducing duplication of effort.

Three other agencies agreed to work with ARC to achieve this – Ulster Community and 

Hospitals Trust, North and West Belfast Trust and Positive Futures. The POISE project was 

born!
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Funding from the partner agencies combined with money from European Social Fund (ESF) 

and Department for Employment & Learning (DEL) enabled the appointment of a small 

project team who for three years have supported the work.  

What has POISE achieved?

Research 

There is very limited robust research data available on either the nature of the learning 

disability workforce or the effect of recruitment processes within agencies.  POISE has gone 

a long way in addressing this gap by producing a series of research studies to help inform 

decision-making.

• ‘More Than a Job? Profile of the Social Care Workforce in Learning Disability Services’.

• ‘Men Can Care: Views of Male Staff in Learning Disability Services in Northern Ireland’.

• ‘Staffing Matters: Report on research into the workforce in learning disability services’

– analysis of job applications in one HSS trust

– applicant’s experience of interviews

– views of interview panel members on the process.

All of the above are contained in the Toolkit CD Rom.

Human Resource tools

In consultation with Human Resource (HR) colleagues in partner agencies, POISE has 

produced forms and checklists that can readily be adapted by agencies for their use:

• common application form for posts

• questionnaire for exit interviews

• questionnaire for profiling the learning disability workforce to aid workforce planning.

All of the above are contained in the Toolkit CD Rom.
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Improving the image of work in learning disability services 

A key barrier to recruitment identified was the lack of public awareness of what learning 

disability is and the range of jobs available within this sector.  In response the ‘No Ordinary 

Job’ DVD was produced.  This has been very well received and is included in the resource 

section for use in your recruitment activities.  

Progression Programme  

POISE has also developed and run two training programmes designed to encourage women 

to apply for supervisory positions.  These ‘First Steps’ courses resulted in 29% (n=6) of 

participants advancing in their career within six months of finishing the programme.

Further details are available on the Toolkit CD Rom.

Pre-recruitment activities 

The ‘No Ordinary Job’ research highlighted the flaws in current recruitment practice that 

result in:

• only 3% of appointees are former full-time homemakers

• only 2% of people gaining employment in learning disability services were previously 

unemployed

• only 1.7% of the workforce has a disability

• only 2.4% of the workforce is from a minority ethnic community.

Clearly current recruitment practices are not reaching the breadth of people who might 

make useful contributions to the learning disability workforce.  To counter this POISE sought 

to reach into local communities by promoting and offering a Pre-recruitment programme 

for people who may not otherwise seek such employment.  The programme has proved to 

be valuable and agencies can now access the programme content and tips for setting up a 

similar programme in their areas.
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‘Working in the way that we did in the partnership created an openness to 

think about other ways in which we might jointly improve services.’

Miriam Somerville,  

Co-Director, Learning Disability Services,  

Belfast Health and Social Care Trust  

Chapter 2:
POISE’d for partnership
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Key Issues

• Current recruitment practices in learning disability services have been 

competitive with other organisations, resulting in poaching of staff between 

services.

• Working collaboratively to improve recruitment is a win-win for organisations  

and service users.

• Partnerships must be based on equality, commitment, trust, mutual respect and 

transparency.

• Senior management involvement is the key to success.

Getting started

The inter-agency approach was seen as a key component of the success of the POISE Project 

and partner agencies commend such collaboration in recruitment to others.  Here, we briefly 

outline from our experience some of the factors on which such partnerships can be built.

A key building block was the work done in the early stages to clarify expectations and 

openly address fears and concerns.  An important step was a half-day workshop with senior 

managers and an external facilitator.  An atmosphere was created where partners could be 

honest about what they could commit and what they expected from each other.  Crucially, 

time was spent on clarifying the resources that each partner would commit and a clear action 

plan developed that set targets acceptable to all.  Finally, agreement about the partnership’s 

decision making structures and action to be taken to resolve difficulties was achieved.

We would commend this approach to others and a sample workshop programme for a partnership 

building session is provided on the Toolkit CD Rom.
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Avoiding potholes

Our experience of working together in this partnership has highlighted a set of key success 

factors if the potholes that can trip up inter-agency working are to be avoided.

• Maintain a focus on shared concerns and avoid allowing agency differences to dominate 

the agendas.

• Adopt a can-do attitude where problem solving rather than problem finding dominates.

• Ensure buy-in from the top – senior managers must be visible and provide clear, tangible 

support to the partnership.

• Avoid allowing a blame culture to develop – mistakes will be made, problems will occur, 

they will be overcome more readily by sharing responsibility for problem solving than by 

apportioning blame.

• Because something has always been done a certain way does not mean it can’t be done 

differently in the future – one example, from POISE, related to the criteria applied for 

short-listing applicants.  We believed that it would be very difficult to establish with HR 

colleagues separate criteria for those who had completed the POISE pre-recruitment 

programme.  In fact this belief was based more on myth than reality and the new 

processes were readily adopted across all three partner agencies.

• Respect for the challenges facing partners is essential.  Avoid making judgements and 

ensure there is an atmosphere created that is conducive to sharing of difficulties by 

individuals in a supportive manner.
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‘The ‘More Than A Job? Profile of the social care workforce in learning 

disability services’ has been a very useful piece of research.  It has enabled 

us to benchmark both at a local and national level from which a range 

of strategies in the areas of recruitment, selection and retention were 

developed and implemented.’

Lorna McKee,  

Human Resources Manager, Positive Futures

Chapter 3:
Workforce profile
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Key Issues

• Recruitment strategies need to be based on robust workforce data.

• The profile of the workforce in learning disability services indicates a looming  

crisis if recruitment practices do not change.

• Workforce profiling needs to become a regular activity in agencies.

What is a learning disability workforce?

The POISE project highlighted the absence of robust workforce data in learning disability 

services.  Our early efforts to determine the nature of the workforce confirmed there is no 

systematic regional approach to gathering such data on which workforce development 

strategies might be developed.  The consequence is that much of the decisions about 

recruitment are based on anecdotes and myths.  The POISE project sought to address this by 

undertaking a detailed profile of the workforce in the partner agencies at two-year intervals.

 The findings of this research have shed light on a range of factors and are contained in full in the 

‘Staffing Matters’ and ‘More Than a Job?’ reports on the Toolkit CD Rom.

There were a number of key messages apparent from the findings.

• The workforce is predominately female, almost exclusively white with few people with 

declared disabilities in employment.  The majority are aged under 40 years.

• Most have been in post for less than five years, although staff in more senior posts had 

been with their employer for longer which suggests promotion comes from within 

services.

• Nearly two-thirds of staff hold a vocational qualification and around half hold some form 

of higher educational award.

• Overall a minority of staff consider themselves to be the main wage earner in the family; 

more often males than females.

• Around one-third of staff came to their present employment having worked for another 

learning disability service and a further one-third from a post within the care sector.  Only 

20% had previously worked outside of the care sector.
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• Hardly any had been unemployed and only around 3% were full-time homemakers.  This 

suggests reluctance on the part of services to recruit from outside the sector which may 

lead to staff moving from one agency to another.  This approach may not be tenable in 

the future as the social care workforce ages and if there are fewer younger people joining 

the workforce.

Workforce Profiling

The research tools developed by the project to profile the workforce may prove to be useful 

to agencies that want to improve their understanding of the nature of their workforce.  

Having used these tools at two time points, the POISE partners now have access to robust 

data about their workforce and the impact of their recruitment processes over time.  

These questionnaires are contained in the Toolkit CD Rom and can be readily adapted by agencies 

for their purposes.
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‘Individuals completing the POISE ‘Care to Make a Difference?’  

pre-recruitment training programme are TWICE as likely to be offered 

positions compared to people coming through the traditional process.’ 

External evaluation of the POISE project 

Chapter 4:
Finding the people
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Key Issues

• Organisations need to broaden the pool from which they recruit staff.

• There are benefits in moving away from a reliance on advertisements in the 

press to more innovative recruitment practices.

Where we find the staff

The POISE research demonstrates that agencies recruit from a limited pool of potential 

applicants.  The majority of appointees over the last three years have been young, white, 

non-disabled people who have previously worked in another care service.  Given the fact 

that we are at near full employment and changing demography this pattern of recruitment is 

not sustainable in the longer term.

Employers need to develop mechanisms for reaching people from a wider pool – this should 

include:

• Migrant Workers and People from Ethnic Minority Communities – in Northern Ireland 

the number of migrant workers and people from ethnic minority communities has 

increased, yet they represent only 1.7% of the current workforce.

• Unemployed People – currently only 2% of appointees were previously unemployed 

indicating a need for recruitment processes to reach this group. 

• Males – the POISE research highlighted that only 20% of the current learning disability 

workforce is male.

• Career Changers – new forms of service delivery require agencies to attract people with 

different skills than those traditionally associated with care work, including horticulture, 

leisure and catering.  There is room for a broadening of job criteria to attract people with 

transferable skills and experience.

• Retirees – there is a growing pool of people with life experiences, skills and time on their 

hands who could be targeted as has been done with some success by larger retailers, 

notably B&Q. 
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How to reach these people?

Try something new and be innovative in your approach!

The POISE project developed a pre-recruitment training programme (‘Care To Make A 

Difference?’) aimed at reaching these groups of people and supporting them to gain 

employment in learning disability services.  This proved to be a successful way of expanding 

the pool of potential recruits.  Others wanting to try a similar approach can readily adapt this 

model.

What did we do?

Step 1: Designing the programme

A five-day programme was designed in partnership with employers which included two days 

visit of observation to learning disability services.  The visits proved to be a vital element in 

helping people understand the nature of the jobs on offer.  Employers worked closely with 

the programme providers to ensure that vacancies existed for participants to apply to at 

the end of each programme.  In addition, employers agreed to a common application form 

across all agencies which facilitated assistance being given to participants with completion 

of application forms.  Another key contributor to success was the fact that employers waived 

their criteria about length of care experience for those who completed the programme 

– therefore attendance at the complete programme guaranteed participants a job interview.

Programme outlines are provided on the attached Toolkit CD Rom.

Step 2: Attracting the people

Traditional methods of attracting recruits involve placing adverts in the local press.  This is 

not sufficient to get the message about vacancies out!  The following actions proved useful in 

raising awareness about job opportunities and specifically about the existence of the ‘Care to 

Make a Difference?’ programme:

• targeting job and benefits offices

• thinking about places where the under represented groups might be present – this 

included contacting NICEM (Northern Ireland Council for Ethnic Minorities), Polish 

Association NI, Indian Community Centre, Chinese Welfare Association, Sports Councils 

and even handing out leaflets at football matches!



Road To Recruitment: POISE Project20 Road To Recruitment: POISE Project

• presentations and displays in colleges of further and higher education

• press articles in local newspapers, community notice boards, flyers 

• liaising and building networks with community groups.

Step 3: Running the programme

The programme had a high level of completion amongst the participants and was very 

positively evaluated by them.  The inclusion of people with learning disability as trainers, 

assistance with interview preparation and the opportunity to visit services were particularly 

valued.  An important role for the programme staff during and after each programme 

was liaison with the HR departments in each agency to gather details on job vacancies for 

circulation to participants and pass on completed application forms.

The success of the programme relies heavily upon:

• advertising the training programme and essentially jobs

• partnership working and a commitment from all involved

• positions being available in line with the timing of the training programmes.
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Care to Make a Difference?
Results speak for themselves!

• Following interview POISE candidates are twice as likely to be 

deemed suitable.

• Many POISE participants applied for positions up to six months 

after they had received training.

• POISE participants were informed of arising vacancies after they 

had completed training to maintain interest.

• The pre-recruitment programme offered one-to-one interview 

support for those who needed it which has increased the 

number applying and being deemed suitable for positions.

• The number of males in positions within the partner agencies 

has increased by 2% over the two years since the programme 

started.

• 137 people have accessed one of the eight training programmes 

offered.

• 93 have completed the course.



Road To Recruitment: POISE Project22 Road To Recruitment: POISE Project



Road To Recruitment: POISE ProjectRoad To Recruitment: POISE Project 23

‘The risk of NOT changing recruitment procedures in social care services 

is to increase the potential for a workforce marred by unfilled posts and 

toleration of high rates of staff turnover with all the associated costs that 

extend beyond those involved in staff recruitment and selection.’ 

‘Staffing Matters’ (2008) 

Chapter 5:
Interview and selection
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Key Issues

• Females are three times more likely than males to apply for direct support 

positions.

• Males are more likely to state that they are applying for direct support positions  

as a change of career.

• There is a high rate of non-attendance at interview.

• The majority of applicants have a positive interview experience.

• Police checks and incomplete references are the main reasons for delays in 

successful applicants starting positions.  Additionally, this also adds to increased 

vacancies as people find other employment whilst waiting.

Interviewing – some facts

• from 100 people who applied for direct support positions within three organisations 73% 

were shortlisted for jobs.

• less than half (47%) of those successfully shortlisted attend interview 

• 66% of people attending interview are offered positions

• males are more likely to apply to the care sector for a change of career

• females are three times more likely than males to apply for positions and be shortlisted 

for interview.

Dealing with ‘no-shows’

The POISE research highlights that a high percentage of candidates are successful at 

interview.  However, 53% of those shortlisted for interview do not attend.  This is highly 

wasteful of staff time and needs to be addressed by organisations.  Mechanisms suggested 

to encourage people to attend include:

• display the interview date in main advertisement

• provide candidates with information on how the interview process works

• provide an interview technique fact sheet

• more informal approach to interviewing 

• detailed job description/specification, which highlights skills needed

• other selection methods for example, open days, assessment centres.

These measures may help reduce the financial implications that no shows incur. 
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The interview experience

The results indicate that a high number of candidates are successful at interview, which 

suggests that perhaps the process can be a positive experience.  Indeed, research conducted 

with possible new recruits highlighted that:

• most candidates read the job description/specification as preparation for interview and 

68% note that it is helpful

• 95% of candidates agree that the panel made them feel comfortable and that they were 

encouraged to ask questions

• 95% of candidates noted that the questions were asked in a way they understood and 

were relevant to the position

• 34% noted that the questions allowed them to show how their skills/experience and 

knowledge were relevant

• positively, 61% of candidates would not change anything about the interview.

Managers within organisations have noted that the interview process is not without its 

problems.  The main problems include:

• uncompleted application forms

• no-shows at interview

• the length of time that criminal record checks take

• interview questions do not always assess skills

• lack of formal interview training for staff.

Staff who are responsible for interviewing reported that they often do not receive formal 

interview training and are mainly selected for panels based on their position and previous 

experience.  Positive steps would be to include interview training that addresses the 

concerns of staff and goes beyond simply outlining the legal framework for staff recruitment.  

Staff who are trained and competent in interviewing will have the ability to probe candidates 

more effectively.  This is often helpful especially with candidates who are new to the sector 

and may need some assistance in highlighting how their skills are transferable.
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Getting men to apply

As identified earlier, males are three times less likely to apply for positions.  Research 

conducted with males already in post highlighted that the following may be reasons why 

males do not apply for positions:

• being labelled as gay

• providing personal care

• lone working/isolation

• accusations from females of abuse

• others seeing it as easy work or women’s work.

If these are possible barriers to encouraging males to apply for positions, then organisations 

should try and take active steps in overcoming them, for example:

• providing candidates with clearer job descriptions, for example, explaining what personal 

care involves

• informing candidates that a mentor/support is available when they commence 

employment

• offering interested candidates an opportunity to speak with a staff member to discuss 

concerns in a non-judgemental manner

• ensuring that recruitment materials include positive images of males working in the 

services – the ‘No Ordinary Job’ DVD contains useful examples.

These comments suggest that employers need to take active steps in securing the 

confidence of those males who are successful for positions; for example, induction training 

which aims to tackle some of these stereotypes and fears. 
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After the interview

Following interview, successful candidates often wait many weeks before commencing 

employment.  This is often as a result of awaiting police checks and checking references.  

Candidates should be informed of what is happening during this period of time to 

keep them interested in the position.  Additionally, this is why it is important to provide 

information on how to complete the application form as often incomplete references cause a 

delay in employment start dates.

Waiting lists are a useful tool for candidates who have been deemed suitable but as yet the 

organisation is unable to offer them a position.  Most waiting lists are held for six months 

and then candidates are removed and have to go through the interview process again.  This 

is often when competent potential employees are lost.  A six-month waiting list is perhaps 

too short considering the length of time it takes to confirm references and police checks.  The 

following are some ideas:

• a one-year waiting list may offer more employment opportunities

• waiting list candidates should be informed in writing of any vacancies arising

• waiting list candidates should be regularly contacted to confirm their interest or to source 

if they have found other employment

• waiting list candidates could be offered the opportunity of relief work – this may retain 

their interest in the job and organisation

• if possible criminal record checks and references could be secured while candidates are 

on the waiting list

• the waiting list should be active to ease recruitment costs.

Unsuccessful candidates are often an untapped labour source, as they may still remain 

interested in applying for further positions.  Ideas to keep them interested may include:

• informing them of arising vacancies

• providing constructive feedback following interview

• encouraging people to re-apply by offering support for example, constructive feedback

• providing them with information on volunteer opportunities to give them some 

experience.
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TOOLKIT CD Rom Contents

POISE Research Reports

1. ‘More Than a Job? Profile of the Social Care Workforce in Learning Disability 

Services’

2. ‘Staffing Matters: Report on research into the workforce in learning disability 

services’

3. ‘Men Can Care: Views of Male Staff in Learning Disability Services in Northern 

Ireland’

Checklist and Forms

(i) Partnership Building Workshop Programme

(ii) Sample Questionnaire for Profiling your Workforce

(iii) Shortened Job Application Form

(iv) Tips for Candidates on Completing Application Forms and Preparing for 

Interview

(v) Sample Questionnaire for Exit Interviews

Details of ‘First Steps Induction to Management’ Programme

‘Care to Make a Difference’ Pre-recruitment Programme

a. Information Leaflet

b. Promotional Poster

c. Application to Attend ‘Care to Make a Difference?’ Programme

d. Letter of Introduction

e. Venues Attended to Promote ‘Care to Make a Difference?’

f. ‘Care to Make a Difference?’ Programme Content and Timetable

g. Examples of Press Articles

h. Job Finder Profile
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