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The POISE project is funded through the European 

Union’s EQUAL Programme.  This aims to test new 

ways of tackling discrimination and inequality 

in the European workforce.  It is funded by the 

European Social Fund and is intended to have an 

impact on policy at both a national and European 

level.    

The project’s name embodies its aspiration: 

Promoting Opportunities for Inclusion in Social 

care Employment.  It is delivered through a 

Development Partnership that comprises four 

agencies: ARC (NI), North & West Belfast Health & 

Social Services Trust (now part of Belfast Health 

and Social Care Trust), Positive Futures and Ulster 

Community and Hospitals Health and Social 

Services Trust (now part of South Eastern Health 

and Social Care Trust).

The rationale for the project was based around the 

following:

• difficulties in recruiting and retaining staff 

within learning disability services

• the changing nature of support services 

provided for this service user group, especially 

greater part-time and lone working

• the need for a diverse workforce to reflect 

the heterogeneous nature of the service user 

population

• under-representation of males in the workforce

• low number of females in management roles

• poor image of employment opportunities in the 

care sector. 

A subsequent literature review commissioned 

by the project confirmed that these issues are 

applicable beyond Northern Ireland (see McConkey 

and Abbott, 2005a). 

One of the main aims of the project was to produce 

a comprehensive research report that will describe 

for employers, the current status of staffing in 

learning disability services in the Greater Belfast 

/North Down and Ards Areas; identify mechanisms 

for improving gender imbalances in the learning 

disability workforce and detail key features of 

recruitment and retention strategies.  Each chapter 

of the report starts with an overview of its contents 

and ends with a summary of the main conclusions.  

The final chapter summarises recommendations 

for improved practices in staff recruitment and 

suggestions for further research.

Alongside this work, the project has developed 

a guide book and tool kit to assist employers 

in promoting employment within this sector in 

general and for males in particular, as well as 

widening career opportunities for females (Road To 

Recruitment, 2007, ARC ). 

Creating a workforce in modern learning disability 

services is one of the major challenges facing us at 

the start of a new century.  We have still much to 

learn but equally there are good foundations on 

which to build.  It is in this spirit that we share our 

findings with others in the hope that they will bear 

much fruit throughout this island and in the wider 

European Community. 

Siobhan Bogues 

Chair: POISE Development Partnership Project Board.  

Foreword
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Terminology

People with a learning disability:  The label 

learning disability is used by Health and Social 

Services in the United Kingdom.  In other countries, 

terms such as ‘intellectual’ or ‘developmental’ 

disabilities are used.

Gender:  Refers to an individual’s identity as 

male or female and issues related to that status 

expressed in terms of masculinity and femininity.  

It is how people perceive themselves and how 

they expect others to behave towards them and is 

largely culturally determined.

NVQs:  National Vocational Qualifications.  These 

are vocational awards that are achieved through 

assessment in the workplace.  They are practical 

qualifications based on being able to do a job. 

There are five levels of NVQ, ranging from Level 1 

which focuses on basic work activities, to Level 5 

for senior management.  

Levels of staffing:  The organisations employ 

staff at four levels.  These do not directly map on 

to NVQs within social care in that NVQ Level 2 

subsumes staff employed at Level 1 as well as Level 

2.  However, NVQ Levels 3 and 4 correspond to staff 

at Levels 3 and 4. 

The four levels reported on in these studies are: 

• Level 1 worker:  Competence that involves the 

application of knowledge in the performance of 

a range of varied work activities, most of which 

are routine and predictable.

• Level 2 worker:  Competence that involves 

the application of knowledge in a significant 

range of varied work activities, performed in 

a variety of contexts.  Some of these activities 

are complex or non-routine and there is 

some individual responsibility or autonomy. 

Collaboration with others, perhaps through 

membership of a work group or team, is often a 

requirement.

• Level 3 worker:  Competence that involves 

the application of knowledge in a broad 

range of varied work activities performed in 

a wide variety of contexts, most of which are 

complex and non-routine.  There is considerable 

responsibility and autonomy, and control or 

guidance of others is often required.

• Level 4 worker:  Competence that involves 

the application of knowledge in a broad range 

of complex, technical or professional work 

activities performed in a variety of contexts 

and with a substantial degree of personal 

responsibility and autonomy.  Responsibility 

for the work of others and the allocation of 

resources is often present.

Service settings:  Mention is made in the report of 

three types of service settings. 

• Day Centres:  They provide a range of social, 

recreational, rehabilitation, learning and work 

opportunities for people with a learning 

disability living in community settings, often 

with family carers.

• Residential Homes:  This refers to registered and 

inspected accommodation.  People living in this 

form of accommodation are usually referred to 

as ‘residents’ and they have a licence agreement 

with the provider of their accommodation.
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• Supported living:  People in supported living 

have a tenancy agreement which affords them 

greater rights of occupation; hence they are 

known as ‘tenants’.  They will also have access to 

support staff who may provide housing and/or 

care support. These services are funded mainly 

by Supporting People and Social Security 

Benefits but some tenants receive additional 

monies from the Independent Living Fund and 

additional care funding from Health and Social 

Care Trusts.
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Introduction 

It is estimated that over one million people are 

employed in social care in the UK in over 20,000 

care settings.  This is a major source of employment 

in the UK, representing 5% of the workforce, a 

proportion that is expected to rise to 7-8% in 10 

years as demand for services increases with an 

ageing population (McFarlane and McLean, 2003).  

Moreover, social care in the UK is being seen as a 

service, which the majority of the population either 

directly uses, or is used by their family or friends, 

rather than a service for a minority (Statham, 2000).  

The steady rise in the numbers of people working 

within social care has been mainly due to the 

changing nature of service provision, which has 

seen increasing numbers of elderly persons, those 

with learning disabilities and those with mental 

health problems, being supported in community 

accommodation rather than in institutional or 

health care settings.  

Alongside the service developments, there have 

been changes in the demography of service users 

in need of care.  There is a growing number of older 

people often with increasing health and social care 

needs.  The numbers of children and young adults 

with complex health needs in special schools and 

day services has increased.  These place extra, and 

different demands on staff. 

Moreover, the expectations for services have grown 

in society and a greater variety of provision is now 

available to meet individual needs and aspirations.  

These changes have altered both the context 

and nature of work undertaken by the social 

care workforce.  In particular there is more ‘lone-

working’ and more people employed on a part-

time basis.  

However, information on the social care workforce 

is sparse.  Various factors account for this.  

• The move from statutory provision of social care 

to a diversity of providers in the independent 

sector means that centrally collected statistics 

are not readily available.  Moreover, it is not 

always clear whether available statistics include 

all types of service provision.

• The variety of job roles and an increase in part-

time working makes it harder to keep track of 

the workforce and hence the available national 

figures have to be considered as ‘guesstimates’ 

at a point in time. 

• Priority has been focused on the professional 

workforce mainly in health services and only 

latterly has the social care workforce received 

increased attention.  

  

As we shall see, the workforce nationally is 

predominantly female; aged between 30 and 50 

years of age, with up to 50% of persons working 

part-time.  In April 2004, the average hourly rate for 

basic support workers in England was £6.40 (range 

£4.80 to £8.30).  The low rates of pay contribute to 

the turnover rates and recruitment difficulties.  

It has proved more difficult to recruit males to the 

social care workforce and there is some evidence 

1: What are the issues facing services  
 in recruiting to the workforce?
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that women are less likely to progress to more 

senior levels.  However, recent research has started 

to identify ways of boosting the recruitment and 

retention of staff (see literature review by McConkey 

and Abbott, 2005a) and a local scheme run by 

South & East Belfast HSS Trust proved successful 

in boosting overall recruitment (McConkey and 

Abbott, 2005b).  

Past research

The predominance of females in the social care 

workforce is well documented.  TOPSS (2004) 

estimated that in England around 80% are female 

rising to 95% in some sectors (such as residential 

and domiciliary care) with around 50% of the 

workforce working part-time.  Data specifically 

for learning disability services are not presently 

available but small-scale studies suggest that 

the gender imbalance is of similar proportions in 

England (e.g. Hatton et al, 1999) and the USA (Test 

et al, 2004) but higher proportions of males appear 

to be employed in Australia (31%) (Dempsey and 

Arthur, 2002) and in Japan (39%) (Ito et al, 1999).  

Concerns have been expressed about difficulties in 

recruiting and retaining staff in learning disability 

services in the USA and UK (Larson and Lakin, 1999; 

Hatton et al, 2001); a problem shared with services 

for other service user groups, notably care of the 

elderly (Eborall, 2005).  It is predicted that staff 

shortages will increase in future years due to the 

increased numbers of people requiring services, 

coupled with fewer females being available for 

part-time work due to their increased full-time 

employment.  Broader demographic changes 

will mean that there are proportionately fewer 

people of working age in many West European 

countries; including Britain and Ireland (Hussein 

and Manthorpe, 2005).  

This suggests that service providers will need 

to recruit from a wider range of persons than 

traditionally they have done so in the past.  An 

increased recruitment of males is one option.  But 

there are additional reasons for employing greater 

numbers of male staff.  Unlike elderly care services, 

the service user group in learning disability services 

is predominantly male (McConkey et al, 2006); some 

male service users express a preference for male 

staff (Beresford, 2003) and service users with difficult 

sexual or aggressive behaviours pose additional 

risks to female staff (Thompson et al, 1997).  Against 

this, male staff often are excused from providing 

intimate care to female service users and they may 

be more vulnerable to accusations of abuse when 

working alone (Carnaby and Cambridge, 2002).  

Despite repeated assertions that staff are the most 

valuable asset to services, remarkably little research 

has been undertaken to assist workforce planning 

(Department of Health, 2001).  Nor should the focus 

be solely on recruiting and retaining sufficient 

numbers of staff.  In recent years a wider variety 

of support services are now available which may 

require staff with different talents and interests, 

for example in leisure pursuits, employment 

opportunities and supported housing.  An 

important starting point in workforce planning 

is to examine the characteristics of the present 

workforce and glean from it lessons to guide 

future recruitment strategies, in this instance the 

employment of more male staff.
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Research aims  

The main aims of this research were:  

• to identify the distinguishing characteristics 

of male staff, if any, from female staff within 

learning disability services

• to gain an insight into the way male staff viewed 

their work 

• to identify features of recruitment and selection 

processes that require attention. 

A series of studies are reported that were 

undertaken in the three agencies participating 

in the POISE project.  Although not necessarily 

representative of other learning disability services 

in these islands, the findings do identify pertinent 

issues that all services need to be aware of and on 

which action is required if a suitable workforce is to 

be recruited and maintained in learning disability 

services of the future. 

Overview of research studies

First, a census was undertaken of the staffing 

establishment within the learning disability 

services provided by the three participating 

agencies.  This was repeated after two years 

in order to establish any trends that may be 

emerging, for example, as a result of the POISE 

Project. 

Detailed information was also gathered on over 

450 staff employed in these services.  This aimed 

to define their characteristics in terms of personal 

background and employment history.

Figure 1.1:  Overview of research studies 

undertaken by the POISE Project

The opinions of existing staff to their work was 

explored with respect to what they liked about the 

work and how jobs could be made more attractive.  

This was followed up in more depth in focus 

groups with male staff.

Various dimensions of the recruitment were 

examined.  The characteristics of people applying 

for jobs and the numbers who are short-listed, 

interviewed, offered positions and who accept 

the offer.  The views of personnel conducting 

interviewers were sought as were those who had 

experienced the interview process.

Staffing  
structures within  

learning disability  
services  

(Chapter 2)

Views of  
staff in their 

 jobs  
(Chapter 4)

Views of  
male staff 

(Chapter 5) Applications  
for jobs  

(Chapter 6)

Interviewer’s 
opinions 

(Chapter 7)

Opinions of 
interviewees 
(Chapter 7)

Workforce  
characteristics in  

learning disability  
services  

(Chapter 3)
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Ideally, a final study would have examined the 

success or otherwise of new recruits to services but 

given the short-term nature of the project this was 

not possible in the time available.  However, the 

ongoing evaluation reports of the project deal with 

this issue (McConkey, 2007). 

The results emanating from this research process 

provide an evidence-base for future recruitment 

strategies.  However, it serves a second purpose, 

in that it provides a model of the types of audits 

which service providers should undertake of their 

workforce and recruitment procedures.  If these 

were done to a common format then it would 

be relatively easy to combine them to provide a 

regional or national indication of workforce issues.  
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An important starting point was to document the 

size and nature of the workforce within the services 

linked to the POISE project and its characteristics.  

We were also able to map changes over a two-year 

period.  This information can serve a number of 

uses.

• It describes the social care workforce involved 

with people who have a learning disability.  

Although the data is specific to the three 

participating services they are likely to present a 

fair indication of the broader picture.  

• It identifies salient issues employers may need 

to incorporate into any recruitment and training 

initiatives in order to attract and retain staff.  

These have also been identified in the literature 

review but this data further confirms their 

validity in a local context. 

• It provides a baseline against which changes in 

the workforce can be monitored in coming years.  

The POISE project aimed to focus especially on 

male employees and female progression.  Later 

surveys can be used to monitor if the planned 

changes occur. 

• The data allows contrasts to be drawn across 

different service providers.  In recent years, 

the number of provider agencies has grown, 

especially in the non-statutory sector.  The data 

from workforce surveys enables comparisons to 

be made across sectors.  Little research of this 

type has been undertaken to date (see McConkey 

and Abbott, 2005a for these comparisons).

Surprisingly, information on the type of posts and 

numbers of staff employed in each grade was not 

readily available from human resource (HR) records 

specifically for staff working in learning disability 

services.  The POISE Project decided to undertake a 

workforce survey.  All service managers within the 

three participating services were asked to provide 

details of the number of staff in post during the 

past 12 months.  This was first done in 2005 and 

repeated two years later.

Participating services

The POISE project brought together three service 

providers for people with a learning disability.  

Positive Futures is a voluntary organisation with 

charitable status and a limited company.  It provides 

a range of services to people living in all four Health 

and Social Services Boards in Northern Ireland and 

including the areas covered by the two HSC Trusts 

within the project.  It started 12 years ago.  Their 

staff  work mainly in supported living services. 

Ulster Community and Hospitals Health and Social 

Services Trust is a statutory agency funded by the 

Department of Health, Social Services and Public 

Safety (DHSSPS) through the Eastern Health and 

Social Services Board.  It provides both day centres 

and residential services in the mainly affluent 

North Down and Ards area of Northern Ireland to a 

population of 150,000 persons.

North and West Belfast Health and Social 

Services Trust is a similar agency, which provides 

a similar range of services in two areas of Belfast 

city with some of the highest levels of deprivation 

in Northern Ireland.  Their population is around 

145,000 persons.  However, staff working in day 

services within a learning disability hospital, were 

also included in the study. 

2: The staffing of learning disability 
services
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Methodology 

Service managers – 18 in all – were asked to 

complete a pro-forma that also gave information 

about the number of staff in different grades as at 

1st June 2005. (NB. a copy of the pro-forma used is 

available on request.)

The data was broken down into:

• the different grades (i.e. managers and deputy 

managers, seniors, Level 2, Level 1 and Relief/

bank staff)

• whether they were employed on full-time or 

part-time basis

• the number of males at each grade and by type 

of employment

• the number of vacancies broken done by grade.

• the number of people who left the service in 

the past 12 months by grade and gender (and 

in 2007, data was also sought on whether they 

had moved to other social care jobs or to other 

types of employment)

• the number of people who had joined the 

service in the past 12 months. 

Grades of staff

Figure 2.1 shows the total number of staff in post 

across the three agencies broken down by grades 

of staff. 

Figure 2.1:  The number of staff by grade in 2005 

and 2007

The bulk of the workforce is made up of Level 1 and 

Level 2 staff with a suggestion that more Level 1 

staff were employed in 2007 and fewer at Level 2.  

The number of relief staff (those who are employed 

on occasional basis as needed) also showed a drop.  

Comparing the two years, there had been a 

rise of 14% of the number of staff employed at 

managerial and senior levels and a drop of 4% in 

the number of staff at the lower grades (see Table 

2.1). 

 

Managers Level 2Senior Staff Relief StaffLevel 1
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Gender of staff

In 2005, the overall gender ratio across the three 

agencies was 84% female and 16% male and in 

2007, it was 81% female and 19% male; a rise of 

3%.  This proportion can vary however from none 

to nearly 40% within particular services.  

Moreover, as Table 2.1 shows the proportion of 

males is nearly twice as high in management and 

senior grades compared to lower grades.  In 2007 

the percentage of males showed an increase in 

both categories. 

Table 2.1:  The numbers and percentages of 

females and males by grade in the two years

As Figure 2.2 illustrates, a sizeable proportion of 

the workforce is in part-time employment (i.e. 

less than 30 hours per week).  This applies at all 

grades with the exception of management posts.  

However, over the two-year period, this number 

has fallen slightly with more full-time employees in 

post. 

Male staff are also more likely to be in full-time 

positions, although in 2007 the proportions of 

males showed the same increase in both categories 

of staffing (see Table 2.2).  

Figure 2.2:  Numbers of full-time and Part-time 

staff in post in 2005 and 2007

Table 2.2:  The numbers and percentages of 

females and males by type of employment  in the 

two years

Staff grades 2005 2007

Female managers and seniors 53 (73%) 58 (70%)

Male managers and seniors 20 (27%) 25 (30%)

Total managers and seniors 73 83

Females Levels 2, 1 and relief 375 (86%) 352 (83%)

Males Levels 2, 1 and relief 63 (14%) 70 (17%)

Total Levels 2, 1 and relief 438 422

Type of employment 2005 2007

Females full-time 288 (73%) 284 (79%)

Males full-time 65 (27%) 75 (21%)

Total full-time 353 359

Females part-time 140 (86%) 126 (86%)

Males part-time 18 (14%) 20 (14%)

Total part-time 158 146

2005 2007
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200

150

100

50

0

300

Full-time  
staff

Part-time 
staff
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Staff leaving employment

I

 

Figure 2.3:  The percentage of leavers by staff 

grades in 2005 and 2007

In the two year period, a reduction was reported in 

the number of staff leaving services.  Overall a total 

of 79 staff (15% of the estimated establishment) 

had left in 2005 compared to 49 staff (10%) in 2007.  

However, the percentage of leavers varied by staff 

grade as Figure 2.3 illustrates.  Proportionately 

more leavers were from Level 1 positions.

Also females are more likely to leave than are 

males.  In 2007, three males left (3% of male 

establishment in that year) whereas 12% of female 

staff left.  

Most leavers were from full-time positions in 

both years as Figure 2.4 shows, but this was more 

marked in 2007 with 86% of leavers from full-time 

posts compared to 71% in 2005.  

However, most of the leavers were staff employed 

with Positive Futures which suggests that non-

statutory organisations experience higher turn-

over as terms and conditions of employment tend 

to be better in statutory services. 

In 2007, more than half the leavers (n=28:57%) 

went to another social care position (especially 

those leaving Level 1 positions) with the remainder 

going to employment outside of social care.  

Figure 2.4:  The number of leavers by type of 

employment over the two years
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Recruits to service

In both years, around 90 staff joined the service 

in the previous 12 months (871 in 2005 and 96 in 

2007) – around 18% of the service establishment.  

As Figure 2.5 shows, most of these were in Level 1 

positions.  Around 42% of the posts were for part-

time positions. 

In 2005, a total of 18 males (19%) were recruited 

and took up post.  (This data on the gender of new 

recruits was not collected in 2007 but this should 

be done in future years.)

Figure 2.5:  The number of recruits by grade of 

staff in 2005 and 2007

Number of vacancies

In 2005 and 2007 services reported a similar 

number of vacancies (36 and 39 respectively).  

Most of these were for Level 1 positions as Figure 

2.6 shows. 

Figure 2.6:  The number of vacancies by grade of 

staff in 2005 and 2007

Further details of staffing across the three provider 

agencies and by different types of services (i.e. 

supported living, residential/nursing homes and 

day centres) are given in the report:  ‘More Than a 

Job’ (McConkey and Abbott, 2005a). 

1 This figure maybe an underestimate as not all services provided this information in 2005. 
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Manager’s experiences of 
recruitment and retention

As part of the survey managers were asked to 

comment on issues to do with recruitment and 

retention.  The majority felt that better terms and 

conditions were a core influence.  

‘Better pay and conditions elsewhere.’

‘Full time, permanent positions were available.’

‘To take on higher paid similar job with similar 

learning disability service, who recognise third level 

qualifications.’

Two other main reasons were to gain further 

training and experience; and to gain promotion. 

‘One moved into Social Work.’

 ‘One left to a higher status job in Belfast.’

‘Get promoted posts in other services that are not 

available here i.e. into Day Centres.’

The other reasons were for retirement and due to 

family circumstances.

Managers were asked about any particular jobs or 

posts they had difficulty filling.  Most commented 

that Level 1 – Care Assistant posts – tended to 

be harder to fill but overall there were general 

difficulties with recruitment and the time taken for 

the Human Resources procedures.  

‘Care Assistant / Support Worker posts.’ 

‘Part-time and temporary posts.’

‘Relief / cover.’

‘Filling any post takes a long time.’

‘Have 3 members of staff on long term sickness, no 

funding available to recruit against the gaps.’

‘In general it would appear that few males are 

applying for entry-level (DCW1) posts.’

Conclusions

• The largest group of staff in learning disability 

services are employed at Level 1, followed by 

Level 2.  

• 43% of staff who resign from posts leave the 

care sector.

• Around 40% of staff are employed on a part-

time basis. 

• Around 10% of staff left each year; mostly from 

Level 1 posts with the majority (57%) going to 

other social care posts.  

• Around 90 new staff were recruited each year 

to fill vacancies and to staff new developments. 

Again, most were to Level 1 positions.  On 

average 18% of the support staff are recent 

recruits to the service.

• The overall employment of males showed a 

slight increase in 2007 with proportionately 

more males in more senior grades and in full-

time posts.  They are less likely to leave their 

posts. 

• Managers see issues around pay and conditions, 

especially in Level 1 posts, as major obstacles to 

recruitment.
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3: Who works in learning disability 
services?

The workforce survey provided information 

about the posts available in services but few 

details about the characteristics of staff working 

in services.  Once again, this information was not 

easily extracted from Human Resource files and 

indeed, much of the data was not centrally held.  

Hence a second survey was undertaken in which 

all staff within the participating services were 

invited to complete a structured questionnaire 

that gave their personal details, information about 

their work and their reactions to it; and to rate their 

employment on a range of key indicators that the 

literature suggests are related to staff retention. 

Sample

For this survey staff working in the other non-

statutory agencies – voluntary and private 

– which provided services in the two Health and 

Social Services Trust areas were also invited to 

participate, in addition to the staff working in the 

three POISE agencies.  In total, responses were 

received from 463 persons in post on a specified 

date out of an estimated 730 eligible staff (63% 

response).  However, higher responses came from 

staff in statutory services (80%) than non-statutory 

services (47%).  

Of the 463 questionnaires returned, 91 (19.7%) 

were from male staff and this proportion was 

similar in statutory and non-statutory services.  

All but 11 staff (98%) came from a white ethnic 

background and only 2% declared a disability.

Methodology

A self-completed questionnaire was developed 

with the assistance of the project’s Research 

Steering Group and tested within one service.  This 

contained mostly closed questions with multiple 

choice answers (NB. A copy is available on request).  

The questionnaires were distributed to all staff in 

post on a specified date by service managers along 

with a ‘freepost’ envelope for direct return to the 

University of Ulster.  Reminder telephone calls and 

posting of additional questionnaires were also 

used with the services involved, to increase returns.  

Staff were assured that the information they 

provided would be confidential.  They did not have 

to give their name, were told that only university 

staff would see the forms and that they would be 

destroyed when the information was coded for 

computer analysis.  Staff who were on extended 

leave of absence did not take part in the survey. 

In addition, information was gathered from 

human resource files of the staff home postcode 

to enable a broad form of socio-economic 

analysis of staff background to be undertaken.  

The Research Steering Group felt that this was a 

preferable approach to asking staff for the personal 

information to assess their socio-economic status.
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Age profile

As Figure 3.1 shows over half the staff are under 40 

years of age.  This is more marked for staff in Level 

1 and Level 2 posts with over 60% aged under 40 

years to 35% of those in senior or management 

positions. 

Around 20% of staff are presently aged 50 years 

and over.  This rises to 33% for those in more 

senior positions.  Hence in the next ten years, 

replacements will need to be found as staff retire.  

 

  

Figure 3.1:  The proportion of staff by age 

groupings (N=463)

Qualifications

It is a well-educated workforce.  Only 12% of staff 

reported having no educational qualifications and 

50% held a higher education award.  Although 

this was the case for more staff in senior positions 

(62%) just under 50% of staff in Level 1 and Level 2 

posts had a higher award.  In part, this may be due 

to their wish to gain work experience and certain 

agencies were more likely to employ graduates 

realising that they may only retain them for a few 

years. 

Also around half of the staff in the survey had 

some form of National Vocational Qualification, 

most commonly NVQ Level 2 or Level 3.  Staff in 

more senior positions were more likely to hold 

a vocational award than were those in Level 1 

positions. 

Males were less likely to hold educational or 

vocational qualifications. 

 

50+ years
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Under 30 years
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30 - 39 years
24%

40 - 49 years
24%
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Length of time with present 
employer

Figure 3.2 shows the percentage of staff within the 

three grade levels by the length of time they had 

been with their present employers.  

Those in more senior posts tended to have 

the longest periods of service suggesting 

that promotions tend to come from within 

organisations.  By contrast, the shortest periods of 

service are staff in Level 1 posts, which confirms the 

data presented in the previous chapter.  Male staff 

also tended to have shorter employment periods.

Figure 3.2:  The percentage of staff in each grade 

level by length of time with present employer 

(N=463)

Previous employment

Figure 3.3 shows the prior employment status of 

people before coming to their present employer.  

Over 50% had previously worked in social care and 

over one quarter had been employed by another 

learning disability service.  This suggests that 

sizeable numbers of staff move among different 

social care providers.  

  

Figure 3.3:  The percentage of staff by previous 

employment status (N=463)

Only small proportions came from working in 

non-care jobs (although this happened more often 

for males than females (39% versus 15%).  A very 

small number were recruited from full-time home-

makers (more females than males) and those who 

were currently unemployed (more males than 

females).
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Wage-earners and dependents

Overall, 40% of staff considered they were the main 

wage-earners in their household; with more male 

staff than female staff (57% v 38%) reporting this 

status.  Staff working in Level 1 posts and on a part-

time basis were less likely to be main wage-earners. 

However, there were no significant gender 

differences as to the proportion of staff with 

dependents at home, i.e. children under 16 years 

(33% of the workforce), persons with disabilities 

(9%), elderly persons (9%) or those with chronic 

illnesses (4%).

Sick leave

Around one-third of staff reported taking no days 

off for sickness in the past 12 months; another third 

had 1-4 days and a further third had 5 and more 

days.  Sickness levels tended to be higher in the 

statutory services.  

However, male staff reported significantly fewer 

days off work due to illness.  But there were no 

gender differences in the number of days off for 

family reasons with just over one third of staff 

stating they had taken one or more days off for this 

reason.  

  

Socio-economic background of 
staff

The Human Resources Departments of the three 

POISE partners provided the home postcodes 

of staff on their payroll.  Using Noble (1991) 

deprivation indices on an enumeration district 

basis (a total of 3,729 for all of Northern Ireland), 

it is possible to identify the proportion of staff 

working in services who are living in the deprived 

areas.  These are summarised in Figure 3.4.  North 

and West Belfast Trust had the highest proportion 

of the workforce from the more socio-economically 

deprived areas.  

 

Figure 3.4:  The percentage of staff by areas of 

deprivation in which they lived

The proportion of social care staff who live in the 

most economically deprived areas of Northern 

Ireland is small within the overall workforce (less 

than 10%).  However, higher proportions of their 

service users come from these areas (McConkey et 

al, 2003).   

Top 10% most deprived
8%

11-25% most
deprived

13%

51% + 
deprived

58%
26-50% most  

deprived
21%
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Comparisons between full-time 
and part-time workers

Among this sample of participants it is possible to 

compare those employed on full-time contracts 

(over 30 hours: n=297) with those on part-

time contracts (less than 30 hours: n=139).  In 

comparison to full time workers, part-time staff 

tend to: 

• be female

• have children under 16 years of age

• working in Level 1 Posts

• previously been full-time home-makers or to 

have worked in other care services 

• not be the main wage-earner in the household

• have greater intentions of staying with their 

employer.

However, in many ways, it is the similarities that are 

more striking rather than the differences between 

staff who work full-time and those working part-

time.  

Comparisons between male and 
female staff

A similar comparison could be undertaken 

between female (N=367) and male staff (n=91).  In 

comparison to female staff, males are more likely: 

• to be employed full-time

• to hold senior positions

• to take less sick leave

• to have worked in a non-care job whereas 

females tend to come from other care services

• to have worked for less time in the care sector

• to have no educational qualifications or 

vocational awards

• to be the main wage-earner for the household

• to come from non-white backgrounds. 

This data suggests some marked differences 

among the characteristics of male staff which 

may indeed contribute to their employment in 

particular posts.

Comparisons of staff working in the different 

agencies and information about training courses 

that they had taken along with suggested 

improvements are given in the report: ‘More Than a 

Job’ (McConkey and Abbott, 2005a). 
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Conclusions 

• The workforce is predominantly female, almost 

exclusively white with few people with declared 

disabilities in employment.  The majority are 

aged under 40 years. 

• Most had 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.  Hardly any had been unemployed and 

only around 3% were full-time home-makers.  

This suggests a 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. 
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4: How do staff view their work?

As part of the survey of staff working in the three 

participating services, questions were asked about 

what they liked about their job and ways in which 

it might be made more attractive.  They were also 

asked to give an indication of their intentions 

to remain in their current job.  Finally, service 

managers were asked to comment on the reasons 

for staff turn-over. 

Best part of the work

Of the 463 staff who participated in the survey, 

most identified one or more things they liked 

about their work.  These have been grouped 

into the categories shown in Table 4.1. Example 

comments were as follows:

‘Job satisfaction – being praised by professionals on 

how we as a team support our service users.’ 

‘Working with service users when there is trained staff 

on shift and adequate numbers.”

‘Facing new challenges, learning new skills and being 

involved as part of a team enabling adults with a 

learning disability to live in the community.’

‘Caring for people with a learning disability is very 

rewarding.’

‘The constant learning both about myself and others.  

The satisfaction of doing a job well and giving it all 

your concentration.  It is rewarding to see staff grow 

in confidence and skills and how much the service 

users benefit from this.  I really enjoy it.’

‘Seeing a smile on a person’s face, seeing them do 

something for the first time, knowing that I have done 

something to help make a day easier for a person 

with a learning disability.’

‘The variety and being part of a team.’

‘I just love it all.’

Feature of the work Number 
monitoring

Working with service users with learning disabilities / building relationships / contact with community and family 172

Seeing achievements for service users / seeing service users happy / improving their lives by teaching  
skills / independence / choice / facilitating their ability to live in the community

106

The job satisfaction / reward / fun / challenge / recognition from managers 84

Working within staff team / with manager / team motivation/ developing the service / homely atmosphere in workplace 75

Part time hours / flexible hours / convenient to home / job security 22

Training and Qualifications / Experience gained 18

Variety within job role / love all aspects 17

Pay 10

Table 4.1:  The numbers of staff identifying aspects of work that they liked
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The two main themes to emerge was the contact 

they had with people who had a learning disability 

and the satisfaction of seeing them progress or 

being happy.  It is a people-centred job and these 

attributes outweigh other considerations such as 

pay and conditions.  

The next two themes were also significant.  The 

job brings satisfaction and a sense of fulfilment 

as well as the opportunity to be part of a team.  

These are features that should be promoted in job 

advertisements.

Making the work more attractive

Staff were also asked to comment on how their 

job could be made more attractive to others.  Their 

answers were grouped as shown in Table 4.2. 

Exampled comments were as follows:

‘More staff  in unit.  This would reduce stress levels.  

Bonus scheme either through sick leave to discourage 

people sick.  More events for staff from Trust to show 

appreciation for all hard work.  Much more support 

from the Trust in all.’

‘I think if you have relevant qualifications e.g. teaching 

or an HNC/HND in Social Care, you should be paid 

accordingly – these qualifications should be recognised.’

 ‘Increased pay for weekends and bank holidays.’

‘Better communication between staff / management; 

avail of training – everyone trained to same level.’

‘More staff meetings.’

Response Number 
monitoring

Better pay/ enhanced pay for working unsocial hours / weekends / bank holidays  
/ night duty / sleepovers / taking on driving responsibilities/bonuses for good attendance

184

Better support and communication between staff and managers (meetings / regular supervision);  
clearer management (including contingency planning for sick leave and staff shortages). 

66

Better rotas / fewer split shifts / weekends off / Shorter shifts / More sleepovers / working with smaller groups 60

More specialised, accredited training / training towards professional qualifications  
/ Improved career structure / opportunity for promotion / Appraisal system

59

Better (and additional) resources (i.e. for transport; programmes for service users; day trips etc.) / more pleasant physical 
environment/ more therapy programmes / better response to challenging behaviour

49

More staff on shift / higher staff / service user ratio; staff numbers depleted when staff have to do personal  
care / cover sick leave

38

Better terms and conditions e.g. holiday arrangements / clothing allowance 37

Better staff selection and training procedures / more truthful job description / better advertising / community education 36

Table 4.2:  The numbers of staff identifying aspects of work to make their work more attractive
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‘It could be more attractive if the shifts were shorter and 

the work better paid, and staff felt valued in their work.’

‘We should be paid a wage that reflects the work we 

do, not the same as supermarkets.’

‘Pay can be improved.  I feel we are asked to do more 

and more on a daily basis due to staff shortage.  Time 

out when a challenging incident has occurred.  Proper 

supervision – more support from management.’

‘Creating a relaxed, friendly and open atmosphere 

at all times, whereby any problem can be sorted out 

with the help from staff team and management.’

The dominant theme was better pay, either in basic 

salary or by gaining enhancements for undertaking 

extra duties or for working unsocialable hours. 

The next three themes related to management 

practices, notably giving recognition of staff 

achievements; the organisation of rotas to better 

suit the staff member and the opportunity 

for staff to gain accredited awards and career 

advancement. 

Staff also identified a range of other improvements 

that would also enable them to deliver a better 

service to the people they supported. 

Future intentions

Staff were asked to identify their intentions about 

remaining with their present employer should a 

similar job opportunity come up elsewhere or one 

that had better terms and conditions. 

Nearly two-thirds of staff (64%) claimed they had 

no intention of leaving although as Figure 4.1 

shows, around one-third stated they would move 

to a similar job elsewhere and of these 8% stated 

they would leave at the first opportunity.  

However, when asked if a similar job with 

better pay and conditions came up elsewhere, 

significantly higher proportions of staff at all 

grades agreed with the statement that they would 

apply for it.  

These findings suggest that most staff are content 

to stay in the present position unless a more 

attractive position came up elsewhere.  Hence the 

risk is that staff will move across different learning 

disability services without increasing the numbers 

of personnel in the service but triggering a great 

deal of effort in replacing them. 

Figure 4.1:  The percentage of staff at each grade 

who expressed an intention to leave for a similar 

job and one with better conditions (N=463)
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Reasons for leaving

An attempt was made by POISE project staff 

to obtain information from staff who recently 

left services about their reasons for leaving and 

perceptions of the job.  This is an acknowledged 

means for employers to gain an insight into issues 

around staff retention.

A pro-forma was prepared and managers were 

asked to personally give a copy to leavers 

from their service which would be returned in 

confidence to project staff.  However, only five 

completed pro-formas were received.   

The poor response may be due to two of the three 

agencies not having formal exit interviews in place.  

Moreover, staff may be disinclined to respond to 

this type of request after they have left the service.  

Given the small number of responses the 

information gleaned must be treated with some 

caution but replies were received from people who 

had been employed in a variety of roles and over 

varying lengths of time (from one day to over six 

years).  Some points of note in their comments 

about their job were:

• improved communications needed within staff 

teams and with management

• lone working in supported living schemes

• better pay and conditions

• travel to/from work

• feeling unsupported in job role

• vague work objectives

• being given credit for achievements.

Conclusions

• Staff especially value the contact they have with 

the people they support and the satisfaction 

they gain from working with them.  This 

needs to be a key feature in any recruitment 

campaigns.  

• Pay and conditions is seen as a major 

impediment to staff retention as well as 

recruitment although there are other 

management practices that would improve the 

work experience of staff. 

• Only a small proportion of staff stated that they 

intend to leave their post within 12 months but 

much higher proportions indicated they would 

consider moving to a post with better terms and 

conditions. 

• All services should undertake exit interviews 

with staff leaving their employment.  
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5: How male staff view their work?

The main aim of the study reported here was to 

obtain qualitative data from male staff that would 

inform recruitment and retention strategies.  In 

all 14 staff who worked in non-managerial posts 

within the three participating agencies attended 

one of four focus groups and they discussed 

issues that were of concern to them.  In addition, 

the experiences of one male support worker are 

described.    

Sample

Out of all the male direct support staff identified in 

the previous studies, 28 were nominated to attend 

a focus group by their managers on the basis of 

having varied experiences and backgrounds.  This 

was deemed preferable to random selection.  The 

purpose of the groups was to discuss the role of 

male staff in learning disability services and 14 were 

able to attend at the locations and times available.  

Methodology

The groups were held in four different locations 

close to the work places of staff.  Each one was 

facilitated by a researcher with a notetaker 

also present.  Assurances of confidentiality and 

anonymity were given to all participants.  Discussion 

was focused around three main questions.  What 

attracted you to this work; what features of the 

job do you like/not like and how important is it for 

males to do this work?  The facilitator and note-taker 

jointly prepared transcripts from the sessions and a 

content analysis was then undertaken to identify the 

main themes.  It was assumed that data saturation 

had been reached as no new themes emerged from 

the last focus group held and no further groups 

were organised. 

Results

Reasons for applying

Most of the male staff had responded to a 

newspaper advertisement and they gave a variety 

of reasons for being attracted to this work; of which 

a career in caring and looking after people was the 

most frequently mentioned.  Several respondents 

recounted past involvement with people who had 

learning disabilities either in the family or through 

voluntary work.  Others mentioned family. 

‘It’s difficult for men to think about this sort of work –  

I always thought it was women’s work.’  

‘My wife did it and told me to get into it, and that I 

would love it – and I do.’

Best feature of the job

The best feature of their job was working directly 

with the service users and building relationships 

with them.  Also frequently mentioned was helping 

the service users to achieve goals and to become 

more independent, although they acknowledged 

that this can take some time.  A recurring theme 

was that no two days were the same in their job.

‘Knowing I  am empowering clients to live as 

independently as they would wish to and hopefully 

maintaining their happiness and safety in the 

community.’
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‘Being paid for something I enjoy doing.  Feeling you 

are making a difference to people’s lives.’

Improvements

Improved wages was the one aspect of the 

job that most needed changing.  They felt the 

responsibilities of the job were not sufficiently 

recompensed as their salaries were not much more 

than staff working in supermarkets.  Some staff 

commented that they were only able to continue 

in the job because of financial support from their 

partner.  Moreover, the small increase in pay that 

came with promotion discouraged them from 

taking on the extra responsibilities.  A smaller 

proportion mentioned lone working as a negative 

aspect of their work and the need for positive 

encouragement from managers.  They felt that 

training opportunities were limited. 

‘It could be more attractive if the shifts were shorter 

and the work better paid, and staff felt valued in their 

work.’

‘A greater remuneration which reflects the training 

and knowledge required to work within learning 

disability support services.’

‘If staff morale could be improved through 

personalised encouragement and praise from 

management instead of criticism and negativity 

shown, and perhaps a bonus for good attendance 

and sick records.’

Issues for male staff

Participants felt that male staff were exposed to 

certain risks in their jobs foremost of which was 

having their heterosexuality questioned; being 

labelled a paedophile or potential abuser.  They 

felt the giving of personal care or being alone with 

female service users left male staff vulnerable to 

accusations of abuse especially as they perceived 

a ‘guilty-until-proven-innocent’ attitude prevailed 

among service managers.  Some staff mentioned 

that their friends perceived their job as ‘women’s 

work’ or that it is ‘easy work’.  

Nonetheless, they felt that male staff made an 

important contribution to services, noting in 

particular that they were a re-assuring presence to 

female staff and to service users in that they were 

called on to assist with difficult situations.  Some 

male service users expressed a wish to have male 

support staff and they reportedly responded better 

to them.  However, some alluded to the extra stress 

they experienced.

‘This job can be very stressful as a male member of 

staff.  I am constantly called to do personal care and 

other duties because I am a man.  Workload stress 

can really increase because of this.  The service needs 

many more men!’
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Recruiting male staff

Participants commented generally on the need 

to speed up the selection process as people will 

be lost to other employers while waiting.  Also 

job descriptions need to accurately reflect the 

demands of the job; such as the challenging 

behaviours they might encounter.  A visit to the 

workplace prior to making an application would 

also help.

Among the suggestions they made for boosting 

male recruitment in particular was to profile male 

staff in promotional literature about services; to 

engage more with school leavers and college 

students about career options in the care sector 

and to build greater understanding among the 

general public about the new styles of services and 

the jobs available within local communities. 

‘More public events to promote awareness in 

community.  Possibly more training and more 

effective means of communication with people who 

have disabilities.’
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Case study: Brendan’s story

What’s your role?

I am a Residential Worker in a 

Supported Living Scheme.  My 

role is to support people with 

severe learning disability to live as 

independently as possible within 

the community.  As their key worker, 

I assist them with their daily living 

skills.  This includes support with 

financial matters, emotional needs, 

spiritual needs and physical and 

health needs. 

What attracted you to the job?

I was attracted to this job because 

I wanted to help people.  Growing 

up, I had seen people with learning 

disability living in the community 

but never really knew them.  I 

became involved in a Saturday club 

in Newington specifically for adults 

with learning disability.  I started 

my working career in the catering 

industry and worked in a care home 

for the elderly.  I realised then that this 

was the type of work I wanted to do 

and applied for Community Support 

Worker in Rigby Close nearly three 

years ago.  I really love my work and 

have never looked back.

Some see working with learning 

disabled people as ‘women’s 

work’.  Why is it important to have 

male workers and role models?

There are a lot of males out there who 

have a very caring attitude but may 

be embarrassed about what other 

people might think of them working 

in this sector. Within Rigby Close, the 

majority of the people we support 

are male so they want other males to 

support them.  It’s not always about 

‘care’, I am there as their friend, it’s 

more like a family. The people we 

support live a very normal life and 

that involves going out for a meal, 

going to the cinema, going to see a 

football match. Everything we all do 

on a day-to-day basis.  The people 

we support feel more comfortable 

talking to other males about different 

aspects of their life, such as medical 

or private matters.

What is being done to improve 

the outlook for learning disabled 

young people?

Young people with learning 

disabilities are now being given more 

opportunities to access a wide range 

of services in order that they have the 

same choices as other people their 

age.  People with learning disabilities 

are no longer hidden away, they live 

and socialise within their community 

and are rightly treated as equals. 

They are being given the chance 

to experience new activities, find 

out what they are good at and can 

be assisted in setting themselves 

realistic goals.  There are a number 

of places which offer respite care 

for young people with learning 

disabilities.  This means that they can 

create friendships with their peers 

and enables them to become more 

confident in meeting new people.

What are the most satisfying 

aspects of the job – and are there 

any frustrations?

The most satisfying part of the job 

is knowing that you are making a 

difference in someone’s life.  We assist 

people to live independently in their 

own home, within their community 

and help them achieve their goals.  

Sometimes it isn’t always possible to 

support everyone to do what they 

want to do at the same time.  We 

sometimes have to do activities as a 

group but we always ensure that an 

individual’s needs and requests are 

met.

What is the pay structure and 

prospects?

As a Community Support Worker 

the basic starting salary is £6.90 per 

hour, but there are enhancements for 

working weekends/unsocial hours.  

As a Residential Worker, my salary is 

approximately £9.10 per hour and I 

receive an enhancement for working 

weekends and a sleep-in allowance.  

After one year, I was able to apply for 

promotion with the trust to either 

Day Care Worker or Residential 

Worker.  As I enjoyed working within 

the supported living scheme, I chose 

to pursue the Residential Worker post.

Brendan Dickey, Residential Worker at Rigby Close Supported 
Living Scheme
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Conclusions

These studies give some indications of the 

particular pressures experienced by male staff that 

may account for their reluctance to apply for jobs 

in learning disability services; notably questions 

about their motivation for undertaking this work 

and exposure to accusations of abuse.  Rolfe (2004) 

identified similar reasons for discouraging male 

entry to childcare services where employment 

rates of males have fallen to less than 5% 

nationally.  In nursing too the number of male 

registered nurses in Britain is rarely over 10% of the 

total although in the Netherlands it is higher (23%) 

(Davies, 1998).  Moreover, although 25% to 28% of 

applications for places on nursing courses are from 

males, only 10 to 14% actually enrol (Whittock and 

Leonard, 2003).  Among the reasons posited for 

the male imbalance is that nursing is perceived as  

‘unmanly’ by peers and parents; a stigmatisation 

of men in the profession as ‘odd’ or ‘homosexual’ 

and the exclusion of men from certain posts within 

nursing because of their gender (Muldoon and 

Reilly, 2003). 

Efforts to boost male recruitment need to be 

multi-faceted.  Issues around low pay; more 

opportunities for full-time working and career 

progression all need to be addressed which will 

also be to the benefit of female staff.  It is estimated 

that at present 0.3% of male school leavers pursue 

health care occupations whereas 36% of females 

choose ‘personal service occupations (Equal 

Opportunities Commission, 2001).  Careers advisors, 

teachers and parents do relatively little to redress 

this situation, possibly because of an ignorance, 

on their part, of the work opportunities that have 

become available in modern learning disability 

services (Marsland, 2001).  

A larger proportion of males working in learning 

disability services may also help to dispel existing 

prejudicial attitudes towards men undertaking 

caring roles in British society.  Indeed some of these 

attitudes may even be held by service employers 

who discriminate in favour of female applicants as 

a safer and more flexible option.  

Future research needs to explore with male 

school leavers their perceptions about work 

opportunities in social care and also with human 

resource personnel and employers about possible 

biases against male applicants and any successful 

attempts which have boosted male participation in 

their workforce.  The unique contributions of male 

staff also need to be identified and recognised as a 

means of retaining existing staff and encouraging 

others to join.  Action is needed now if the pending 

workforce crisis is to be ameliorated if not averted. 
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6: Who wants a job in learning 
disability services?

The imbalance of males in the workforce may result 

in part from fewer males applying for jobs or fewer 

being successful when they do apply.  In order to 

check out these possibilities, the Assistant Director 

of Human Resources within Ulster Community and 

Hospitals Health and Social Services Trust identified 

all applicants for positions within learning disability 

services (Care Assistants and Adult Support 

Workers) during the period 1 June 2005 and 30 

November 2005 inclusive.  A standard pro- forma 

was devised to extract information about the 

applicants from the Human Resource files.  A 

similar exercise was also conducted by Positive 

Futures, over the period 1 January 2006 and 31 

December 2006 inclusive.

Experience of Ulster Community 
and Hospitals Trust 2

In all, 50 applications had been received in the 

six-month period; 40 (80%) from females and eight 

(16%) from males.  (The gender of two applicants 

was not recorded).  The majority (n=39:80%) 

were living in the geographical area of the Trust 

but applications were also received from people 

with home addresses in Belfast, Ballyclare and 

Dungannon.  The age profile was similar to staff 

already in post.  In all, 35 (70%) applicants held 

an educational attainment level of GCSE or above 

with six persons (12%) having a degree or diploma.  

However, seven applicants had obtained no 

educational qualifications. (This information was 

missing for eight applicants.)

The majority of applicants (n=32:70%) came from 

the care sector.  Of the others: two came from 

catering, three were classed as ‘trade’, two as 

administrative and a further three as ‘professional’ 

or as having general employment background.  In 

all 41 persons (92%) applied for part-time contracts 

and three applicants (6%) applied for full-time 

contracts (NB. this information was missing for one 

person). 

Outcome of applications

• The majority of applicants (n=44:88%) were 

short-listed for interview.  However, six 

applicants (12%) were not short-listed.  

• Of the 44 applicants who were short-listed for 

interview, over half of the applicants (n=28: 

64%) attended interview.  This meant that 

nearly one third of applicants short-listed  

(n=16) did not attend the interview.

• From the 28 applicants who attended an 

interview over half were offered a position 

(n=19: 38%).  However, nine applicants (18%) 

were not offered a position.  

• Of the 19 applicants who were offered a 

position, 11 (22%) accepted the position.  

• Two applicants were short-listed for a waiting 

list.

Thus from a pool of 50 applications, fewer than 

one quarter were appointed.  (Although the actual 

number of posts to be filled in the period under 

review was not ascertained, it is likely to be greater 

than the number of people appointed). 

The majority of applicants who were offered and 

accepted posts were from a care background (n=9) 

and Ulster Community and Hospitals HSS Trust had 

previously employed four of them.  The other two 

2 Now part of the South-Eastern Health and Social Care Trust. 
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applicants came from a catering background and 

an administrative background.  

There was a higher ratio of females (n=9: 82%) 

to males (n=2: 18%) being offered and accepting 

positions although this was in line with overall 

applications.  Of the 11 appointees, seven took up 

Care Assistant positions on a part time basis (four 

of these were permanent contracts and three were 

temporary contracts) and three applicants took 

up Adult Support Worker positions on a part-time, 

permanent basis. (Data on one post was missing). 

Experience of Positive Futures

All applicants who had applied for positions with 

Positive Futures for the calendar year 2006 were 

included in this study.  Information was collected 

on 258 applicants; over three-quarters of whom 

were female (n=199:77%) with just over a fifth 

being male (n=57:22%) (NB. Information on the 

gender of two applicants was missing).  Thus, for 

every one male applicant there are four females. 

The majority of applicants were aged between 20 

and 29 years of age (n=105:43%) with 63 (26%) 

aged 30-39 years and 66 (27%) aged 40 years and 

over.  

Over half (n=127:55%) of those applying were 

educated to degree/diploma level.  More than a 

quarter held GCSE’s (n=66:28%) and nearly a tenth 

held A-Levels (n=21:9%).  Nineteen applicants 

(n=8%) held no educational qualifications.  (This 

information was missing for 25 applicants.)  

Table 6.1 lists the applicant’s previous employment 

setting.  The majority of applicants came from care 

services (n=88: 39%) primarily at direct support 

worker level.  Those working in the retail sector 

accounted for a fifth of applicants (this included 

clothes shops and supermarkets such as Tesco and 

Asda.  (Information was missing for 21 applicants). 

Table 6.1:  Previous employment of applicants to 

Positive Futures

The majority of applications were for Support 

Worker (Level 1) – 189 (73%) with a further 48 

(19%) for relief staff and 21 (8%) for Level 2 Support 

Worker.  However, as Table 6.2 shows, males were 

more likely to apply for Level 2 positions and less 

likely to apply for relief positions. 

Employment type Total

Care Services 88

Retail 31

Administrative/Secreterial 25

Hotel and Catering Services 24

Public Services and Policing 18

Customer Services, Call Centre, Telecoms 19

Other Care 12

Production 10

Construction and Manual 6

Student 4

Total 237



Staffing Matters: POISE ProjectStaffing Matters: POISE Project 33

The majority of applicants were for full-time 

positions  (n=183:71%) with slightly more than 

a quarter (n=75:29%) applying for part-time 

positions.  

Outcomes of applications

• In all, 83% (n=214) of applicants were short 

listed for interview; the same proportion of 

males as females.  However, 37 applicants were 

not short-listed. 

• Of the 214 persons who were short-listed, 

around three-quarters (n=162: 76% of 

applicants) attended for interview.  Of these 37 

(28% of interviewees) were male and 125 female 

(72%)  However, a total of 53 persons (24% of 

those short-listed) did not attend the interview 

(see below).  

• Of those who were interviewed (n=162) 85 

(52%) were offered a position.  However,  

77 persons (48%) were deemed to be 

unsuitable.  In all 17 males (46% of those 

interviewed) were offered a post as were 68 

females (54% of interviewees).

• Of the 85 people who were offered a position, 

60 accepted the position (71%) but 25 did not 

(29%).  Of these 17 were male (65% of them 

accepted) and 49 female (72% accepted).

(NB.  Not all these persons had taken up their post at 

the completion of the study.)

Thus from the initial pool of 258 applications, 

around 23% were suitable for appointment and 

accepted a position.  This is almost the same 

proportion as found within the statutory service.

 No-shows for interview

Further checks were made to determine the 

characteristics of people who were short-listed for 

interview but did not attend.  Of the 51 persons 

for whom details were available – 43 (84%) were 

female and 9 (16%) male.  Compared to the gender 

balance of those attending for interview (see 

above), females are more likely than males to not 

show up for interview. 

At the time of application, 57% of the ‘no-

shows’ declared themselves as unemployed and 

43% were in employment.  More males (75%) 

were unemployed than females (54%).  Thus a 

proportion of applicants could come from persons 

who need to cite evidence of seeking work to 

retain their social security benefits.

Gender Support Worker  
level 1

Support Worker  
Level 2 Relief Staff Total

Male 40 (21%) 10 (50%) 7 (15%) 57 (22%)

Female 148 (79%) 10 (50%) 41 (85%) 199 (78%)

Table 6.2:  The numbers and percentages of males and females applying for different posts (N=256)
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Conclusions

• The agencies received a sizeable number of 

applications for the posts they advertised 

although comments were made about the 

variability of this with different advertisements.  

No discernible pattern was apparent. 

• In the two agencies only a minority of 

applications resulted in a person being 

appointed.  This represents a considerable 

amount of wasted effort by Human Resource 

Departments and service staff.  However, in 

these samples, male staff were appointed in 

proportion to the numbers applying. 

• The organisations may want to ‘fine-tune’ 

their advertising of positions to ensure that all 

applicants can be short-listed.  

• The organisations could attempt to follow up 

those persons who do not attend for interviews.  

It could be that during the time between 

applying and being offered an interview 

they may have secured another job.  Or it 

may be related to the need to be seen to be 

applying for jobs in order to continue receiving 

unemployment benefits.

• The organisations may want to consider 

the reasons why applicants who are offered 

positions do not accept them.  In previous 

research, the time delay between interview and 

offers of an appointment is a factor in this. 

• The reasons for not appointing staff who are 

interviewed should also be documented as this 

would help to target better future recruitment 

of individuals. 
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This chapter reports the findings from two studies.  

One examined the experiences of interviewers and 

the second the reactions of job applicants to the 

interview.  The aim was to identify aspects of the 

process that could be improved. 

The experiences of interviewers 

Six persons from the participating agencies, 

who between them had 100 years experience of 

interviewing for positions with their services, came 

together as a focus group led by a facilitator and 

notetaker.  

One participant noted that she had worked for 

both statutory and voluntary sector organisations 

and had found that the voluntary sector were often 

more flexible in their approach to interview, for 

example, prompting candidates if they appear to 

struggle with a question.

Short-listing criteria

Participants discussed the criteria needed for short-

listing and the following was agreed as essential:

• application form needs to be fully completed

• need two references, one of which must be the 

previous employer

• six months caring experience.

In relation to references, those leaving full-time 

education can use a tutor in place of previous 

employer. The group agreed that all the other 

information on the application form is used only 

to compile a profile of the person applying or to 

contact them.

The group agreed that the application form only 

sifts out a few of the people applying for positions 

and that if applicants are aware of this they can 

easily get an interview.

The group discussed if the short-listing criterion 

discriminates against males and it was agreed that 

the term ‘caring experience’ could perhaps cause 

males a problem, as they are often not placed in 

that role within the family or by society.  

Some of the participants representing the statutory 

sector stated that they had changed the term 

‘caring experience’ to ‘caring environment’ so that 

staff working within hotel services (perhaps in a 

learning disability service) could apply for direct 

care positions.  This approach has widened the 

pool of potential candidates

Why interviews?

The following are the reasons given by participants 

on why their organisations hold interviews:

• gives a sense of the applicant’s persona

• precedence

• it is the most cost, time and energy effective

• opportunity to cross-check information on the 

application form

• different people relate to different panel 

members.

In relation to persona, the group agreed that it 

shows the person’s:

• enthusiasm for the job

• body language

7: How do staff get selected?
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• warmth

• ability to think on their feet

• openness to new ideas

• how they formulate replies

• communication skills

• ability to express themselves.

The group agreed that these are important qualities 

in deciding if the person is suitable for the job. 

However, they felt that a candidate’s appearance 

did influence them when interviewing for example, 

they will be more positive to appropriate dress and 

personal hygiene.  Also candidates who confidently 

shake hands and give eye contact with the panel 

may also influence their decision.  

Questions

The group discussed the number of questions 

they ask at interview, which ranged from six to ten.  

(Copies of questions used are available on request).  

However, it was felt that ten is also too many.  They 

agreed that a bank of questions is good from 

which different ones can be selected. These need 

to be reviewed regularly as it prevents repetition, 

especially if the same people are being interviewed 

over a period of time.

Participants felt that questions should be adapted 

so that they are specific to the service and setting; 

day centre or supported living. 

One participant noted that when they interview, 

they try not to ask more than one question at a 

time. However, if a question had two parts they 

repeat the question to candidates.  The participant 

stated that this practice has developed with 

their own experience of interviewing and being 

interviewed by others.

The facilitator asked if the questioning process 

could disadvantage males.  Some participants felt 

the process was easier for men as they could not 

dress provocatively.  In comparison, one female 

participant thought that women sell themselves 

better.  The group suggested this may be due 

to their role within the home or that men have 

genuinely less experience.  Additionally, some 

participants suggested that males at 18 years of 

age are not as mature as their female counterparts 

and that women are more socially skilled and 

emotionally intelligent.

Interview panels

The group discussed the make-up of interview 

panels and that often gender and religious 

requirements mean the same people are on panels.  

Indeed, the group felt that more often than not, it 

is two females and one male representative on the 

panel ,which may disadvantage males applying for 

posts especially at lower grades.  Additionally, the 

group noted the importance of having people with 

learning disability actively involved on the panels 

or use parallel panels.  Often more male service 

users could be involved at this stage. 

Training was not often offered for panels beyond 

an introduction to employment legislation and 

anti-discriminatory practices.  They felt they would 

benefit from opportunities to become more skilful 

in framing questions, in agreeing key criteria for the 

post and in scoring responses.  This would increase 

the reliability of decisions made by the panel. 
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Barriers to male employment

The group identified the following as possible 

barriers to males working in the care sector:

• giving personal care to either sex but  

especially females

• no other male colleagues to relate to

• stereotyping, e.g. expected to fulfil DIY role 

around the house

• the job is seen as ‘homemaker’ hence may 

threaten some males who feel they won’t be 

able to do it as well as female staff

• image of  ‘maleness’ to friends

• lack of trust – suspected of abuse.

Nonetheless the group felt that males brought 

advantages: 

• older service users want male support for health 

and personal issues

• bring different set of skills, e.g. more practical

• for leisure activities, such as swimming, males 

can go into the changing rooms with males

• shared enthusiasm for sport, e.g. football

• responding appropriately – male-to-male and 

female-to-female

• male role models for service users

• males with learning disability want male 

support

• mixed staff group prevents cliques

• meet demand of culturally diverse groups.

Improvements to recruitment and selection

The group discussed how the recruitment and 

selection process could be improved in general 

and for males in particular:

• target schools to promote the care sector as a 

career for men

• the word ‘care’ could be replaced

• hold open days for social services

• advertise for males only and/or highlight 

practical skills

• design/develop interview questions around 

males experience and interests, e.g. sports

• having male mentors or ‘buddy system’ for male 

staff

• pay may improve within statutory agencies 

given the review that is taking place under 

‘Agenda for Change’.

Conclusions

• A greater presence of male staff as interviewers 

may help.

• The process should draw out the experience 

and interests of male applicants. 

• Applicants should have an opportunity to visit 

work settings to appreciate the nature of the 

work.  

Experiences of interviews by job 
applicants 

The main aim of this study was to ascertain if male 

staff had a different perception of the interview 

process than did female applicants and whether 

or not this made any difference to their success in 

obtaining employment.  

Three agencies agreed to participate in a pilot 

exercise looking at applicants’ experiences of 

interviews for Residential Support Workers, Care 

Assistant positions and Level 1 Support Workers.  
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The Interview Panel were asked to inform applicants 

after their interview had finished, about the 

research being carried by the POISE project and to 

ask for their involvement in the study.  Those who 

wished to participate completed a five-minute 

questionnaire with the researcher in a private 

room.  The researcher informed participants that 

all information provided would remain confidential 

to the POISE Project and that no names would be 

used.

Results 

Table 7.1 summarises the number of persons 

applying for the particular jobs in the three 

agencies and the outcomes of their applications. 

Of the 109 applications received, 80 persons were 

short-listed for interview (73%), of whom 19 (24%) 

were male and 61 (76%) female.  The proportion 

of male applicants is higher than the proportion in 

employment (see previous chapters). 

A total of 42 people attended interview (53%) 

which is a similar proportion to that found across 

job applications (see Chapter 6).  The majority of 

interviewees were female (n=30:71%) with 12 

(29%) male.  This too is in line with previous data of 

males being  more likely to attend for interview (see 

Chapter 6).  

In all 25 persons were deemed suitable for the 

position: 21 females (84%) and four males (16%).  

Hence males were proportionately less successful 

than females in being offered an entry-level post 

in the services.  In total, 15 were offered Care 

Assistant positions,  four Residential Support 

Worker positions  and six were placed on reserve 

lists or relief posts.  Three males were offered 

Care Assistant positions within UC&HT and one a 

Residential Support Worker position within N&W 

Trust.

 Employer / job title N& W Trust / 
Residential Worker

UC&HT / 
Care Assistant

Positive Futures / 
Support Worker L1 Total

Submitted application form 51 39 19 109

Short-listed for interview 31 33 16 80

Attended interview 12 20 10 42

Deemed suitable for position 4 15 6 25

Participated in the Study 11 20 7 38

Table 7.1:  The numbers of applicants for posts advertised by the three agencies
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Reaction to interview

A total of 38 interviewees agreed to participate in 

the study (one male and three females declined).  

The majority of participants were presently 

employed (n=30:79%) although approximately 

one fifth were currently unemployed (n=8:21%).  

Six interviewees (16%) were employed by the 

organisation they were attending the interview 

with and a further 16 had been previously 

employed by the organisation they were being 

interviewed by.  

The main reason participants gave for applying for 

positions was for a career change (n=9); a reason 

given by proportionately more males than females.  

Whereas females were more likely to state that 

changing employer was the main reason. 

Participants were asked to list the ways in which 

they had prepared for the interview.  The two 

most popular methods used were reading the 

job description/specification (n=29) and looking 

over the submitted application form (n=14).  

However ,13 had searched the agency website; 

six attended the ‘Care to Make a Difference’ course 

organised by the POISE Project, and four had 

contacted the employer for further information.  

Over 60% reported using two or more methods in 

preparation for the interview. 

On reflection, approximately two-thirds of 

participants (n=26:68%) stated that their 

preparation for interview was very helpful.  Nearly a 

quarter (n=9:24%) of participants stated that it was 

quite helpful and three participants rated that their 

preparation for the interview was not helpful at all. 

Nearly all of participants (n=36:95%) agreed that 

the panel made them feel very comfortable.  Two 

participants stated that the panel made them feel 

fairly comfortable.

The majority of participants (n=36:95%) agreed 

that the questions were ‘very much’ asked in a way 

that they could understand.  Only one participant 

rated that the questions were ‘not at all’ asked in a 

way they could understand.

The majority of participants (n=36:95%) agreed 

that the questions were relevant to the job for 

which they had applied although two participants 

stated that the questions asked were quite 

relevant.  However, only three participants (n=8%) 

rated that they were very confident in answering 

the questions at interview.  The majority of 

participants (n=31:82%) were fairly confident 

in answering the questions.  Four participants 

(n=11%) were not confident in answering the 

questions asked at interview. 

The majority of those who prepared using two 

or more methods rated themselves as being 

more confident during interview (n=23:96%).  In 

comparison, of those who prepared using only one 

method, 12 of the 14  rated themselves as having 

less confidence during the interview.

Over a third of participants (n=13:34%) agreed 

that the questions asked definitely allowed 

them to show how their skills/experience and 

knowledge were relevant to the job.  Over half 

of the participants (n=23:61%) stated that the 

questions went someway in allowing them to show 
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how their skills/experience and knowledge were 

relevant.  Two female participants stated that the 

questions definitely did not let them show their 

skills/knowledge and experience.

Nearly all the participants (n=36:95%) agreed that 

they were encouraged to ask questions during the 

interview.  Two participants (n=5%) stated that 

they were discouraged from asking questions.

Over a third of the participants (n=15:39%) agreed 

that if they had to do the interview again they 

would change something.  These are listed in the 

Table 7.2 (NB. Some participants stated more than 

one reason).

Table 7.2:  Things they would do differently

All of the participants (n=38:100%) agreed that if 

offered the job they would take it.  However, two 

participants noted that it would depend on the 

number of hours offered.

Conclusions

• This study repeated an earlier finding that 

although 80 applicants were deemed suitable 

for interview, only half turned up (n=42: 53%).  

Therefore, of the total numbers short-listed, 

only 31% were successful following interview.

• Overall the participants involved in the study 

had a positive experience of the interview.  

However, those who prepared in two or more 

ways were more confident during the interview 

than those who prepared using only one 

method.  

• Most were able to suggest ways in which they 

would be better prepared in the future. In 

addition unsuccessful applicants could request 

feedback on their interview performance.  This 

information could inform future job recruitment 

programmes and tips on preparing for 

interviews.  

• In this sample, there was some evidence that 

males were less likely to be selected for posts 

despite a higher proportion attending for 

interview than females.  

• It would be useful to repeat this study with 

more applicants who had not previously worked 

for the organisations for which they were being 

interviewed.  However, previous studies suggest 

that experience in the care sector is often used 

as a criteria for short-listing.

Area to do differently Number

Try and relax 6

Be more prepared 6

Take my time answering questions 5

Do more research 4

Be less nervous 1

Give better answers 1

Give more information 1

Total 24
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8: Conclusions and 
recommendations

Overview

This final chapter brings together the key themes 

from the various studies undertaken; it makes 

recommendations for actions that services might 

take and identifies issues that further research 

could usefully address.

What have we learnt?

Gender issues

Our studies confirmed the gender bias towards 

females (in excess of 80%) that exists in the 

learning disability workforce.  This is seen not 

only in the people employed but it is also present 

in applications for posts, people who attend 

for interview and in those who are offered 

positions.  As far as we could determine, males are 

largely employed in proportion to those putting 

themselves forward to work in this sector.  There 

is no apparent bias against males within the 

selection process.  Hence the core issue appears 

to be in encouraging more males to apply for jobs 

in the care sector.  Failure to address this issue will 

likely lead to a further reduction in males as has 

happened in other areas such as nursing.  Given the 

preponderance of male service users within learning 

disability services, this would not be desirable.

Even so, there was some evidence that the gender 

balance within service settings is variable.  First, the 

overall gender ratio masked a wide discrepancy 

in the proportion of males working in discrete 

services that varied from 0 to 40%.  The reasons for 

this are not clear but it does indicate that in certain 

settings it has been possible to recruit and retain 

above average numbers of male staff. 

Secondly during the time of the POISE project 

there appeared to have been a small overall 

increase in the proportion of males across the 

three participating agencies.  It may be premature 

to claim that this is directly due to the work of the 

project but certainly the issue of males within the 

workforce received a much higher profile within 

the participating services than it had previously, 

with affirmative action taken to recruit more 

male staff (see evaluation reports on the project: 

McConkey, 2007).  

The bulk of male staff come with different 

characteristics to their female peers.  They are more 

likely to have been employed previously in non-

care jobs; they have spent less time working in the 

care sector; they are less likely to hold educational 

or vocational qualifications but are more likely to 

be the main wage earner within the household.  

This profile would seem to militate against their 

employment in terms of what female applicants 

can bring to the job and the level of pay generally 

on offer.  Yet these were males who were presently 

employed in services which would suggest 

that these individuals were seen to have other 

compensating characteristics which justified their 

selection. 

As with their female counter-parts, male staff 

cited the contact with the people they support as 

giving them most job satisfaction alongside seeing 

service users’ achievements and progression; a 

finding echoed in previous other studies (Hatton 

et al, 1999).  By contrast, improved wages was the 

aspect of the work that most needed attention.  

However, male staff reported two particular 

pressures: questions about their motivation for 
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taking on this work and exposure to accusations of 

abuse (Carnaby and Cambridge, 2002).  These factors 

may deter men from considering social care work 

and also interview panels from appointing males.  

These two factors were also recounted by interview 

panel members in our research.  However, the 

interviewers could also see benefits of having male 

staff in their services and certainly there did not 

appear to be any obvious bias against males in the 

recruitment and selection process.  

It would appear that once in post, males are more 

likely to remain in jobs than are females.  In part, 

this may be because most resignations came from 

staff in Level 1 positions which tended to have a 

higher proportion of female staff.  Interestingly 

more than half of these leavers went on to another 

post within social care. 

Staff turnover issues

Agencies experienced a turn-over of around 10% 

of their workforce although this was higher for 

the non-statutory service provider.  Terms and 

conditions of employment are generally perceived 

to be better in the statutory sector.  This factor also 

affected employees expressed intentions to remain 

in their present employment. Nearly two-thirds 

of staff surveyed claimed to have no intention of 

leaving their present post but when asked if they 

would move to a similar job with better pay and 

conditions, this proportion dropped to under one 

third (Hatton et al, 2001).  

Recruitment issues

The current recruitment processes in agencies are 

attracting staff from a fairly limited pool – mainly 

new recruits are young, white, without a disability, 

with previous experience in the care sector. When 

this finding is combined with the finding that 43% 

of those who resign from support posts leave the 

care sector, the unsustainable nature of these 

practices is clear. 

The workforce profile revealed in these studies 

also falls short of the level of diversity that may be 

desirable given the increasingly heterogeneous 

nature of the user group supported.

In all, around 90 staff commenced employment 

with the three agencies in a 12 month period – an 

average of nearly two new starts per week.  The 

bulk were to Level 1 positions; and nearly half of 

these were on a part-time basis.  These are the 

lowest cost jobs within the services. 

Nonetheless, these positions require a great deal 

of effort from Human Resources and service 

managers who serve on interview panels.  Indeed 

based on the data we obtained from Human 

Resource analyses, to make 90 appointments, 

around 360 job applications would have had to 

be processed, around 220 interviews held and 180 

job offers made.  As these figures suggest, sizeable 

numbers of people did not attend for interview 

or did not accept a job that was offered to them.  

This represents a great deal of wasted effort and 

costs on the part of service agencies.  All of which 

is further compounded by people leaving one 

agency to work for another.  Our data suggest that 

over half of the vacancies arose for this reason.  

There are obvious efficiencies to be gained in the 

recruitment process. 
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What are the implications for 
services?

A series of recommendations arise from these 

findings and from studies undertaken elsewhere 

(see review by McConkey and Abbott, 2005a).  

Some actions require attention at a regional level 

whereas others can be undertaken by individual 

services.  However, a common theme is the need 

for partnership working to successfully address 

many of the issues as no service operates in 

isolation from others.  This is arguably the main 

lesson to be learnt from the POISE Project.

• Greater efforts should be made in career 

education to attract young males to work in 

the care sector.  Services might pitch their 

publicity to illustrate the contribution of male 

staff (e.g. role models) and the personal rewards 

which male staff can gain from this work.  

Similar efforts should be made in attracting 

male volunteers, for example through offers of 

work experience, and assistance at sport and 

leisure events. The success of these endeavours 

could be evaluated in terms of the number of 

applications from males for paid employment. 

• The basic wage offered to Level 1 staff needs 

to be increased.  Merging Level 1 and Level 2 

positions may be an economic way of doing this 

provided that some form of career progression 

can be maintained within services.  The success 

of this change should be reflected in reduced 

turn-over rates of staff.

• Services should offer the same (improved) terms 

and conditions for similar jobs.  This would 

reduce the inter-agency turnover that exists 

at present although some degree of exchange 

among staff is healthy. 

• The balance of part-time to full-time posts 

on offer in services also needs to be reviewed 

in order to make the work more attractive to 

applicants, e.g. those who are the main wage-

earner for the household.  Common terms and 

conditions across agencies would also make it 

possible for one person to create a full-time job 

by holding two part-time posts. 

• Based on past experiences, services can predict 

the number of staff vacancies that are likely to 

arise. Recruitment campaigns could be shared 

across agencies and targeted at groups who to 

date have been given little attention: e.g. long-

term unemployed and people who have taken 

early retirement.  A surfeit of suitable candidates 

for posts with one agency could be shared 

with other agencies.  The necessary vetting and 

induction procedures could be completed in 

advance of a vacancy arising.  

• Pre-recruitment opportunities to learn about 

services and the job opportunities on offer 

should be provided on a regular basis across the 

region.  People attending these events could 

be ‘fast-tracked’ through the application and 

recruitment process. 

• Time delays need to be shortened between 

making an application and being offered an 

interview; and being offered a post and starting 

work; otherwise applicants will take up other 

job offers.  Services appear to be overly tolerant 

of the wasted effort this involves.

• A common job application and selection 

process could be operated across services in a 

geographical area, e.g. through a commonly 

owned recruitment and placement process.  

This would reduce the duplication involved in 
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the present system.  Such a scheme would be 

easier to operate for the non-statutory sector. 

• Retention of staff could be enhanced by ensuring 

they gain personal satisfaction from, and credit 

for the gains they have brought to the quality of 

life of the people they support.  Services need to 

have in place multi-facet ways of appreciating 

and positively valuing staff’s contribution. 

None of these recommendations are novel or 

particularly difficult to implement.  However, they 

do require a reconfiguration of services, staffing 

policies and practices.  Many of our existing 

approaches were suited to older models of service 

provision that are fading away and to social 

circumstances that are no more.  In times of full 

employment, 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.

What do we still need to find out?

Research and development into the staffing of 

social care services needs to continue, not least 

because of the dearth of attention it has received 

to date.  Three broad  domains of enquiry need to 

be pursued. 

Figure 8.1:  Areas of interest for future research

First, we need to gain a deeper insight into the 

roles that support staff are asked to fulfil in modern 

service provision.  In particular, the nature of the 

relationship that they create with service users 

and how they manage the tensions inherent 

within these relationships and the expectations 

placed on staff (Hatton, Rose and Rose, 2004).  This 

would assist in identifying the social and personal 

qualities required by support staff and how they 

can personally develop within their roles.  The 

impact of gender would be a core feature of these 

analyses.  To date we have limited understanding 

of males within a caring role both as parents or 

paid carers, and the types of support they require 

in these roles (Heller, Hsieh and Rowitz, 1997).  

Likewise, we need a more thorough insight 

into what recipients of services value about the 

staff who assist them and the nature of their 

relationship with support staff as seen from their 

viewpoint.  What are their expectations of staff 

and what characteristics do they look for in their 

supporters? (Manthorpe et al, 2003).

Staff relationships

Public  
perceptions

Staffing of Services
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The second domain relates to the wider public 

perception of social care services and the job 

opportunities on offer.  Efforts need to be made 

to boost the social standing of this work through 

use of the media, within schools and colleges 

and in neighbourhood awareness.  At the heart 

of these efforts must be increasing personal 

contact between the wider community and people 

working in and supported by social care services 

(McConkey, 1994).  Indeed, the latter term may 

convey the wrong image especially for younger 

people with a learning disability as modern 

services now emphasise their personal growth 

through lifestyle opportunities.  This change of 

image is all the more necessary if the appeal is to a 

wider constituency of potential employees, such as 

young males (Himmelweit and Land, 2007).

Third, we need a better understanding of 

staffing issues within and across services.  The 

diversification of social care services across 

statutory, voluntary and private providers was 

not accompanied by any sustained analysis of 

the impact this might have on staffing of services 

and the inefficiencies that may be inherent in this 

diversification.  A value-for-money audit of the 

recruitment of staff to social care services would 

be an important first step followed by an optional 

appraisal of more cost-efficient approaches.  

These could be undertaken at a regional or a local 

level, for example based on the new Health and 

Social Care Trust areas.  Similarly, a comparative 

evaluation could be undertaken of different 

approaches to staff recruitment and retention, 

especially those that attempt to implement some 

of the good practices suggested by past research.  

This should highlight the procedural obstacles that 

impede speedy recruitment and identify ways of 

reducing them. 

Valuing staff

These three domains for further research are inter-

linked as the diagram illustrates and consideration 

should be given to all three aspects even when one 

domain is the main focus of interest.  But perhaps 

the most pressing and over-arching question is 

why have staffing issues been so ignored in service 

provision?  In some ways it is analogous to the lack 

of attention given by services to the personal needs 

of family carers as opposed to those of the people 

for whom they care (DHSSPS, 2006).  Reflecting on 

the answers may give some indication of how our 

cultural perceptions and prejudices may need to 

change (Pascall and Lewis, 2004).  For example, is 

attending to another’s personal needs a low status 

occupation that requires little skill? ...do charitable 

notions still persist rather than a rights ethos? ... are 

‘social care’ service users of little value to society 

and hence do not deserve any better services?  

Over the past 20 years, services for people with a 

learning disability have changed in response to 

the needs of the people they serve and rightly so.  

Arguably, in the coming decades wider societal 

changes also could have a marked impact on 

the nature of the services and the support staff 

employed within them.  Now is the time to gain a 

better understanding of those influences so that 

appropriate responses can be made that are in the 

best interests of the people who need support. 
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