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Executive summary 
 
About the funded projects  
 
Skills for Care funded four organisations to pilot a sector-based work academy (SBWA) 
approach to recruiting personal assistants (PAs) to work with individual employers: 
 
 Independent Lives  - a user led charity 
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A wide range of training was offered, including: 
 understanding the role of a PA 
 employability skills 
 equality and diversity 
 moving and assisting  
 person-centred care 
 safeguarding adults. 
 
Resources produced included marketing materials, learning materials and employability 
resources. 
 
Outcomes and impacts 
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1. Introduction 
 

1.1 About Skills for Care  
 
Skills for Care helps create a well-led, skilled and valued adult social care workforce, 
including the PA workforce. We do this by helping employers to get the best from their 
most valuable resource – their people. Our practical support, which includes online 
guidance, free events and funding opportunities, helps individual employers to recruit, 
develop and lead their PAs, and retain them. 
 

1.2 About this project  
 
Skills for Care estimates that 
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The ‘Individual employers and the personal assistants workforce’ report (Skills for Care, 
2019)5 noted that, although the turnover rate amongst PAs was considerably lower than 
that for care workers (18.4% vs 38.5%), the vacancy rate was similar (8.2% vs 
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2. About the funded projects  
 

 

2.1 About the organisations that were funded 
 
 Independent Lives  is a user led charity that develops services in response to the 

needs of disabled people and long-term health conditions. It runs a combination of 
contracted services and person-centred services following a social enterprise model. 
Their work includes assistance with budgets for care, recruiting PAs, and ongoing 
support around employing and supervising PAs, including information, advice and 
guidance to employers. It supports over 1,500 employers across West Sussex, 
Portsmouth and Hampshire. 

 
 Leeds City Cou ncil ‘We Care Academy’  is part of the Organisational and 

Workforce Development Team and has five staff members. It provides support to 
care providers with their training, qualifications, apprenticeships, recruitment, 
retention and staff development needs. Its work to support the PA workforce falls 
under the ‘Recruitment, Retention and Career Development’ theme of its workforce 
strategy. 

 
 Northern Independent Living (NIL) is a user led organisation based in Blackpool 

with a small team of two directors; the chief executive and the office administrator 
apprentice. The directors have lived experience of being an individual employer and 
a PA, which gives them a clear insight into the everyday experiences of individual 
employers and PAs. The organisation aims to support people primarily by offering 
free and impartial information and advice. It also hosts other services such as, 
personal assistant recruitment, a PA register, payroll, Disclosure and Barring Service 
checks, direct payments paperwork and support planning. 
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* ‘Others’ for Leeds City Council = anyone that had an interest in the role of a PA w ithin adult social care, and w ho had the right 
values and attitudes" 

** ‘Others’ for WECIL = students and those changing career 

 



A sector based work academy approach to the recruitment o s
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Chart  1: Common phases and activities across the four pilot projects  
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Chart 2: Recruitment of under -represented groups  
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Training 
The chart below illustrates the number of people trained in each of 26 topics throughout the pilot projects. More detailed information by pilot 
organisation can be found in Table I in Appendix 8.3 

 
Chart  3: Number of people trained 
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4. Outcomes and impacts 
 

 

4.1 Outcomes achieved 7 
 
Below is a summary of the outcomes achieved by the four pilot projects. 
 
 Independent Lives  – whilst there were no documented positive outcomes 

specifically related to their target group, they were able to record a number of 
broader outcomes relating to their increased understanding of the issues related to 
engaging unpaid carers in formal learning opportunities (i.e. ensuring there is a 
foundation for a learning culture), about being less prescriptive about those eligible 
to participate in their programme (i.e. broadening the scope to encourage anyone 
interested in becoming a PA, rather than just informal carers) and around limiting the 
geographic scope of their offer to facilitate participation (i.e. recognising that a wide, 
rural geographic area prevented some people from participating). 

 Leeds City Council  – an essential outcome was the ongoing engagement and 
communications that they had with candidates and individual employers. Through 
t
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4.2 Barriers to the achievement of outcomes  
 
A range of barriers were identified that impacted upon the successful achievement of 
the outcomes. These can be summarised under five headings: 
1) those relating to the recruitment of PAs 
2) those relating to the recruitment of individual employers 
3) those relating to work placements 
4) those relating to multi-agency working 
5) those relating to time. 
 
Given that these were pilot projects, this is useful learning in the development of an 
understanding about what works. 
 
Barriers relating to the recruitment of P As 
 
 PAs being able to fit other commitments around the programme  – two 

organisations found that several interested candidates could not commit to the 
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5. Successes and  lessons learnt  
 

 

5.1 Project success factors 
 
Success was recorded in four key areas: 
1) overall success for the projects 
2) success for the PAs that participated 
3) success for the individual employers that participated 
4) success for the pilot organisations. 
 
Success factors relating to the programmes  overall included:  
 
 working with existing PAs and individual employers when designing training, to 

ensure that it was fit for purpose and covered the skills and knowledge that 
individual employers really need and value in good PAs 

 adopting a flexible approach to communication with PAs and individual employers 
and training 

 establishing in-house expertise and effective partnership working to ensure that the 
whole programme and all aspects of it ran smoothly 

 securing extra funding and work ‘in-kind’ from training delivery partners, which 
allowed the training to encompass more than it otherwise could 

 having a wide-ranging publicity campaign to raise awareness and interest in the 
SBWAs 

 using values-based recruitment techniques to identify the ‘right’ people that were 
committed to becoming PAs 

 providing ongoing communication and support to keep participants involved and 
engaged in completing the programmes. 

This chapter highlights the successes achieved  by the pilot projects and 
identifies transferable learning for the sector.  
 
Success was recorded for the projects overall, for the participants involved (PAs 
and individual employers) and for the pilot organisations themselves.  
 
Similarly, lessons learnt were observed in relation to the recruitment of PAs and 
individual employers, the design and timing of the programmes and the 
networking involved.  
 
Ethical implications of this type of project are also noted.  
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Success factors for the personal assistants included:  
 accreditation and parity of esteem in qualifications and role 
 clearer career pathways 
 easier ways of finding work 
 increased knowledge, skills and abilities 
 heightened confidence and motivation in job searching and their roles 
 increased person-job fit 
 networks and peer support 
 structured, on-the-job learning placements. 
 
Success factors for the  individual employers  included:  
 access to PAs with high quality training and increased commitment 
 access to new pilot recruitment tools 
 easier ways to find and recruit PAs 
 increased confidence as an employer 
 involvement, engagement and new opportunities. 
 
Success factors for the pilot organisations  included:  
 improved engagement with stakeholders leading to an increase in profile and 

reputation 
 contribution to corporate social responsibility goals 
 possible new recruitment tools (to be tested further) 
 upskilling of their own staff in supporting and understand the needs of individual 

employers and PAs. 
 

5.2 Lessons learnt  
 
The pilots reported a number of lessons they had learnt, relating to: 
1) marketing and the recruitment of PAs and individual employers 
2) programme design 
3) programme timing. 
 
As previously mentioned, this is valuable learning for a pilot programme such as this. 
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Lessons learnt in relation to marketing and  the recruitment of P As and individual 
employers.  
 The term ‘personal assistant’ remains misunderstood and there is a need to explore 

the most effective language to use to attract people to this role.  
 Invest the necessary, upfront time and resource into recruitment and promotion. 

One project suggested that if they were to run the programme again, they would 
recruit/assign a dedicated staff member to recruit to and oversee the programme.  

 Generally, relaxing the recruitment criteria may have helped solve the 
recruitment challenges that some projects faced .8  
o More successful projects had included this as part of their project design, for 

example, Leeds sought to “open this opportunity to anyone who we thought had 
a genuine interest in adult social care and the (fairly unknown) role of a PA.”  

o However, the potential 
oy
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 Use a values- based approach to recruiting PAs. Although using values-based 
recruitment to recruit PAs was a pre-requisite for funding for all the programmes, the 
pilot organisations commented on how successful this approach was. 

 Projects also felt that the DBS check may have been a deterrent to applicants, 
and one suggested it could come later in the process, once a placement was agreed 
rather than prior to training.  
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 Offer a part -time training option. Some organisations reported that , due to other 
commitments and responsibilities, many potential PA candidates could not commit to 
the programme. They concluded that it would be wise to offer a part-time alternative 
if possible (and in one case proposed to shorten the length of the academy too). 

 

5.3 Ethical implications  
 
Consideration must be given to the ethical implications for both PAs and individual 
employers involved in SBWA programmes. Those reported by the pilot organisations 
included: 
 
For PAs : 
 l
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6. Value for money 
 

 

6.1 Added value  
 
The pilot projects were asked to indicate the extent to which they would have been able 
to deliver the project without Skills for Care funding. All four projects stated that they 
‘could not have delivered the project at all’ without Skills for Care support. 
 
The pilot projects identified a number of added benefits above and beyond those 
envisaged in their aims9 . 
 
For PAs : 
 they were provided with networks and peer supports in what is often a more 

individual based profession 
 it increased their confidence as job seekers and as PAs 
 it gave them transferable skills for other types of social and healthcare roles 
 friendships were formed between and within the PA and individual employer groups. 
 
For individual employer s: 
 it increased their confidence as an employer 
 they felt they had more opportunities to be involved and engaged 
 reduced delays in the recruitment process 
 friendships were formed between and within the PA and individual employer groups. 
 
For the pilot organisations : 
 it contributed towards their corporate social responsibility goals 
 it enhanced the organisation’s reputation/raised their profile 
 their own staff were upskilled in supporting individual employers with PA recruitment 
 better partnerships and relationships formed with local individual employers, 

stakeholders and organisations. 
 

                                                 
9 Some of these have already been reported in Section 5.1:successes 
 

This chapter sets out the findings of the self -evaluations relating to value for 
money. Value for money can be measured through economy  (relating to the 
relative costs involved in delivering the programme) , efficiency (relating to the 
cost per unit achieved) and  effectiveness (relating to the achievement of the 

programme’s aims and objectives) . 
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6.2 Economy  
 
The projects provided several examples of how they had succeeded in minimising costs 
without compromising on quality, including: 
 absorbing administration time and recruitment time in-house 
 taking up offers of free training from training providers who wanted to get involved 
 producing promotional material and learning materials in-house 
 ensuring printing was kept to a minimum 
 u
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One contractor did not achieve any programme completions and others achieved 
relatively small numbers given the expenditure. Two contractors acknowledged in their 
self-evaluation reports that their programmes were not cost effective. 
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7. Conclusions  
 
The four pilot projects that were funded by Skills for Care have developed a strong set 
of guiding principles that can be used by those undertaking similar work in the future. 
 
The pilots achieved many successes and had to overcome a number of barriers and 
challenges, some of which could not have been foreseen. 
 
The benefits for the organisations delivering the pilots were widespread and went 
beyond the initial aims of the project. They included enhancing their reputation, 
upskilling existing staff and developing their relationships with other organisations and 
stakeholders. 
 
Likewise, the benefits for participating PAs and individual employers went beyond those 
expected. Pilot organisations reported that PAs were provided with networks and peer 
support, had increased confidence as job seekers and as PAs and had increased 
transferable skills. Pilot organisations reported that individual employers had increased 
confidence as an employer, more opportunities to be involved and engaged and had 
formed between and within the PA and individual employer groups. 
 
The projects have achieved significant social benefit for the individuals involved – both 
those moving into rewarding employment as PAs, and those individual employers who 
have filled vacancies (in one case after six months) and been supported to live 
independently. The benefits (social and economic) have however been limited due to 
the challenges faced by some contractors in recruiting and retaining people through the 
academy and into employment. It will be important that next steps regarding rollout take 
full consideration of and disseminate the lessons learned. Lessons learnt based on the 
experience of the projects are included in chapter 5 of this report. 
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8.2 Appendix 2: Recruitment of PAs to the programmes by under -
represented group and by pilot organisation  

 
The tables below show the total number of PAs participating in recruitment, training, 
work placements, interviews and further work opportunities through the four pilots12. 
 
Table  A: Pre-Screening 

Number of people who undertook pre -
screening  

Independent 
Lives  

Leeds City 
Council  

NIL WECIL Total  

Men - 6 12 3 21 

Disabled people - 2 1 - 3 

Young people - 1 1

1

1

11
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Table C: Trained 

Number of people who undertook pre -
employment training  

Independent 
Lives  
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Table F: Job o ffers  

Number of people who were offered a job  Independent 
Lives  

Leeds City 
Council  

NIL WECIL 
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8.3 Appendix 3: People trained by topic and pilot organisation 
 
Table I: Training courses attended 

 Independent 
Lives  

Leeds City 
Council  

NIL WECIL Total  

Understanding the role of a PA 1 12 13 7 33 

First aid and basic life support 1 12 13 7 33 

Moving and assisting people 1 12 13 7 33 
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