
 

UNISON Branch Guidance for Nursing Associates 

Introduction 

Welcome to UNISON‟s branch guidance on the Nursing Associate program. This guide will 

assist you in dealing with employers who intend on introducing the Nursing Associate (NA) 

role into their workforce and the potential challenges that can arise as a result. 

UNISON is the union for all healthcare support workers. Trainee nursing associates and 

apprentices will need the backing of a strong union as they progress through their training 

and into their new roles. 

Branches should take every opportunity to make sure those who aren‟t already members 

join UNISON. As trainees and apprentices will be learning „on the job‟, they do not classify 

as students and should pay normal subs. 

To help with recruitment we have produced a leaflet you can use alongside the standard 

membership form. The leaflet (UNISON – The Union for Nursing Associates) can be ordered 

via the online catalogue or stockorders@unison.co.uk stock number: 3877 

Materials from the student nurse recruitment pack would also be relevant to use for 

recruitment, such as: 

 UNISON‟s Guide to Literature Searching – Stock Number: 2416 

 Fob watches – Order Via UNISON Centre 

 Clinical Pocket Guides – Order via UNISON Centre 

 Fitness to Practice leaflet – Stock Number: 24444 

There is also a UNISON Nursing Associate Facebook group for members only where they 

can share news and ideas as variation can take place between different training providers. 

To access the group members need to visit 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/UNISONnursingassociates/ 

They will need to provide their UNISON membership number in order to join the group. 

Finally, there is a positive article which may be useful in the winter 2018 edition of U 

magazine focusing on the story of two trainee nursing associates who are UNISON 

members. Part of the article refers to their branch winning a pay increase to the proper pay 

band and promotes the positive impacts of UNISON membership. 
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Background 

In 2015, Health Education England (HEE) published their „Shape of Caring‟ review, from 

which a series of recommendations were made to “strengthen the capacity and skills of the 

nursing workforce.” One such recommendation was to develop a defined care role that 

bridged the gap between Health Care Assistants (HCA‟s) and the Registered Nurse (RN). In 

response the Department of Health announced plans to create a new support role and after 

HEE consultation led to the introduction of the „Nursing Associate‟ (NA) role.  

HEE created the initial pilot scheme across 11 sites which included partnership working 

between employers and education providers in January 2017 with over 1000 trainees. 

Subsequently, a second wave of trainees (also numbering 1000) was set up across a further 

24 sites. The training undertaken is a two year full-time programme leading to a Foundation 

Degree. 

From 2018, the nursing associate training is being rolled out beyond the pilot sites. The main 

funding method is now through the apprenticeship levy although in 2018 HEE is offering an 

additional sum of money per trainee to support development of practice learning – as long as 

employers agree to work through partnerships co-ordinated by HEE. The government‟s 

target is for an additional 5,000 trainees to start during 2018 and 7,500 more to start during 

2019. 

 At present the role is only being implemented in England. 

The NA role was created as part of a “grow your own” policy. Though the policy does not 

explicitly say employers should recruit from their existing workforce, UNISON‟s position is 

that this should be the first place employers look to. Branches should emphasise as often as 

necessary that the NA should not be subject to external recruitment practices and that 

recruitment for the training placements are fairly awarded on transparent criteria and not the 

employer „cherry picking‟ staff. 

Where existing staff are selected they should be given a contract variation to cover the role 

as a trainee nursing associate, together with guarantees that there will get a job as a nursing 

associate at the end of it if they qualify. If for any reason they have to drop out, or they fail to 

qualify, they should have the right to return to their old substantive post, or a suitable 

alternative. 

Whilst the Department for Health are pushing this as a role in its own right, it is also a 

pathway into a career as a Registered Nurse. Qualifying as a Nursing Associate is expected 

to be accredited as equivalent to having completed the first 18 months of the nursing degree.  

The first cohort of qualified NA‟s will enter the workforce in early 2019 and will be employed 

across all fields of nursing and a range of settings including acute, community, mental 

health, primary care and social care. 

Qualified Nursing Associates are likely to be involved in the mentorship and development of 

HCAs and Trainee Nursing Associates. 

 

 



NMC regulation 

The role will be regulated by the NMC though at time of writing, the fees for registration are 

being discussed through consultation and have not been decided. However, it is likely that 

the fee will be £120 per year. 

Organising opportunities 

Employers who signal their intention to introduce the role present an ideal opportunity to 

engage with both the employer and new trainees. The NA role has come in for criticism and 

met with some scepticism from various stakeholders, with some claiming it is a step to 

providing nursing “on the cheap.” It is critical that branches hold their employers to account 

during the implementation stage and also once staff are out in the workplace to ensure these 

concerns do not become the reality. Though NA‟s will be regulated by the NMC, the job 

description is different from that of a RN and NA‟s should be working under the direction, but 

not always direct supervision, of a RN. However, the reality of the situation is that employers 

may well view the NA as a cheaper way of remedying staff shortages. Your branch will need 

to remain vigilant and scope whether NA‟s are working outside of their job description after 

they have been introduced into the workforce. 

It will also be important to recognise that as the nursing associate role has been 

controversial many trainee nursing associates have faced hostility in the workplace and on 

social media. UNISON is the union that will support them, while also seeking to protect them 

from being exploited by employers. 

Recruiting & organising through learning 

Entry requirements for the NA programme include being able to “demonstrate an ability to 

work at level2 literacy and numeracy.” 

 Where this is not met, the trainee job description states that level 2 Maths and English are 

essential but can be evidenced by a test where the candidate does not have the relevant 

qualification. 

Despite this, feedback from the initial pilot scheme indicated that some members were not 

shortlisted because they did not have a qualification in maths and English, or functional 

skills. 

LAOS has lots of materials and support to help union reps support members with literacy, 
numeracy and IT issues – see https://learning.unison.org.uk/branch-education-
team/support/english-maths-it-learning/  
 
Branches can direct UNISON members who are unsure of their skills to test their maths 
using the national numeracy essentials at www.nnchallenge.org.uk/unmemb 
 

There is also the SkillCheck app that covers English, maths and IT 

https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/skillcheck  

The union offers a general learning grant of £200 which can be used for courses including 

GCSE Maths – the application form is here 

https://learning.unison.org.uk/branch-education-team/support/english-maths-it-learning/
https://learning.unison.org.uk/branch-education-team/support/english-maths-it-learning/
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https://learning.unison.org.uk/content/uploads/sites/50/2018/01/2018-Learning-Grant-

Application-Form.pdf  

LAOS also offer numerous one day workshops which can be arranged via your regional 

education team and branch ULRs. 

For further information about training and learning opportunities you can contact 

learningandorganising@unison.co.uk 

Or visit https://learning.unison.org.uk/member-learning/ 

 

Advice during implementation stage 

 Whenever possible, arrange with the employer for UNISON to deliver a presentation 

during TNA inductions. 

 Get agreement for full consultation and involvement of staff sides from employment 

partners in implementing and overseeing the training. 

 Ask for a breakdown of how many trainees each employment partner will employ. 

 Ask for reports on how many shortlisted candidates are existing staff and how many 

are external recruits; whenever possible, training places should be filled by the 

existing staff to ensure that they are given the opportunity to develop. 

 Seek guarantees from the employer that they will promote widening participation by 

allowing applicants without the required „level 2‟ numeracy and literacy to take the 

aptitude test to demonstrate they can reach the desired standard. Opportunities to 

gain level 2 accreditation can be built in to run alongside the TNA programme. 

 Ask for equality monitoring information in relation to the recruitment process. 

 Seek answers from the employer on how they will manage to give time and support 

to Registered Nurses to become involved in the training and mentoring process. 

 Ask how they plan to monitor and quality assure placements. 

 Ask the employer how they can guarantee that trainees and apprentices will have a 

job within the trust/organisation upon completion of their programme. This is an 

expectation of the programme. 

 Try to seek an agreement on travel expenses for trainees. Reimbursement for 

trainees‟ travel is subject to local agreement. 

 For some branches it may be feasible to campaign for the employer to pay NMC 

registration fees for newly qualified staff – similar to support staff fees in education in 

Wales. This would generate good publicity for the branch and aid recruitment. 
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Further Advice 

Role Substitution 

 The role of the NA is to enhance the workforce, not substitute for Registered Nurses. 

When the employer indicates that they intend to introduce the NA into the work place 

take note of existing nursing vacancies. Different NHS Trusts with nursing vacancies 

have deleted these vacancies and introduced the same number of Nursing 

Associates. UNISON views this as role substitution and does little for protection of 

the public and potentially puts the NA (our members) into situations they are not 

trained for. The employer must be challenged on this. 

 

Pay 

 The qualified NA is expected to evaluate at Band 4. Ensure that the employer is 

aware of this. 

 A national job description (JD) was produced for the trainee nursing associate pilot 

programme and was used with some local amendments by all the pilot employers 

(appendix A). The national JD has been through the national Job Evaluation Group 

(JEG) of the NHS Staff Council. JEG recommended that the JD can successfully 

match to the Band 3 profile in the consolidated nursing profile suite. This was 

reviewed after six months of trainees being in post and feedback from the pilot sites 

showed that the national JD and band 3 outcomes were considered fit for purpose. 

However, employers do need to put the job descriptions through their local job 

matching process so that they have a clear audit trail. 

 You should have an early conversation with your employer about the job 

description that they will be using for trainee nursing associates and ensure that it 

has not been substantially changed from the national one in ways that might be 

designed to lower the banding. 

 The employer may try to use Annex 21 of AfC to enable them to pay trainees at  

70% (year one) and 75% (year two) of the Band 4 maximum. This would mean 

trainees‟ starting salary being in the lower part of Band 2. This is inappropriate for 

two reasons a) there is no formal confirmation yet that the qualified nursing associate 

role will be a Band 4 role as there will not be any qualified NAs in post until 2019 

b) the NA programme has a defined job description which can be JE matched as a 

role in its own right – as the pilot sites have clearly shown. 

 You may also face attempts to pay trainees completely outside the AfC agreement 

on the basis that the programme is now being delivered through apprenticeships. 

Again this should be strongly resisted. 

If you have any difficulties or issues around pay for TNAs please contact your 

regional organiser and the Health Group. 

Apprenticeships 

 The government has introduced an apprenticeship levy which it will collect from all 

employers (both public and private) with a payroll in excess of £3 million. 



 The apprenticeship standard for NAs has been approved and as such, the standard 

route is likely to be an apprenticeship 

 This will be the favoured alternative as it will allow employers to recoup their levy 

payment. 

The apprenticeship scheme brings its own set of issues for branches to contend with. It 

may well be the case that the employer does not know how to properly implement the 

scheme. Others may look to exploit it to reduce their payroll. Your branch will need to be 

aware that the money employers recoup from the apprenticeship levy cannot be used to 

pay its apprentices. The money can only be utilised to cover the costs of an apprentice‟s 

training. This mirrors the position in the pilots where HEE provided money for training 

costs but not for salaries.  

IMPORTANT: 

Apprentices are eligible to be paid the Band 3 rate in the same way that trainees 

are. This is because the Job Evaluation Group (JEG) has nationally agreed the job 

description matches to Band 3 criteria. If the employer is intending to pay 

apprentices at an apprenticeship rate please refer to your Regional Organiser and 

the Health Group. 

For more information on apprenticeships please refer to UNISON’s ‘Negotiators 

Guide’https://www.unison.org.uk/content/uploads/2016/06/Negotiating-

apprenticeship-schemes-in-your-workplace.pdf. 

 

Support during training 

The TNA programme consists of both learning on the job and university lectures – with the 

majority of learning being done in the workplace. The initial pilot has reported some issues 

with having too few placements. Though this is expected to improve it is worth talking with 

the employer to assess how they intend to tackle this issue. 

Additionally, whilst on placements there are differing views between employers, higher 

education providers (HEI‟s) and the trainees on whether and how much they are 

supernumerary whilst in the workplace. Many have worked on the basis that time on external 

placements is supernumerary while internal placements are not. This is a further point for 

clarification with the employer. The pilots suggest a general consensus that TNAs have 

struggled to get enough protected time for learning and this is something that branches 

could organise around trying to seek protections. The NMC is likely to address this issue 

when it sets its minimum requirements for future programmes but as with student nurses we 

know that employers often seek to use learning time inappropriately.  
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