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Introduction
Long-term staff shortages within UK care homes continue to present a significant challenge for the adult social care sector. Care homes provide essential support for older adults and individuals with complex health and social care needs. However, many providers experience ongoing difficulties recruiting and retaining suitably qualified staff. Skills for Care (2025) reports persistent workforce vacancies and increasing pressure on existing employees, while NHS England (2023) highlights continuing recruitment and retention challenges across health and social care services. Maintaining a stable and skilled workforce is essential to delivering safe, effective and person-centred care.
A staff shortage occurs when the number of available workers is insufficient to meet service demands. Within care homes, inadequate staffing can reduce continuity of care, increase workloads for existing employees and affect the quality and safety of care provided to residents. The COVID-19 pandemic further exposed longstanding workforce challenges, demonstrating the importance of sustainable workforce planning and long-term investment in recruitment, retention and staff development (Department of Health and Social Care, 2021). These pressures continue to affect both staff wellbeing and resident outcomes.
This topic is relevant to UK health and social care because staffing levels influence care quality, safeguarding and resident wellbeing. Understanding workforce shortages can help identify strategies to improve recruitment, retention and workforce stability.
Research Question What does current literature reveal about the impact of long‑term staff shortages in UK care homes, and what strategies improve recruitment and retention?
Aim To explore the impact of long‑term staff shortages in UK care homes using recent literature.
Objectives
1. Identify causes of staff shortages.
2. Explore impacts on residents, staff wellbeing and care quality.
3. Identify recruitment and retention strategies.
4. Highlight gaps in current research.


Background
The adult social care sector forms an essential part of the UK health and social care system by providing residential care and support for older adults, individuals living with disabilities and people with long-term health conditions. Care homes play a vital role in meeting residents' physical, emotional and cognitive needs; however, maintaining an adequately staffed workforce remains a persistent challenge (Skills for Care, 2025).
Demand for care services continues to increase as the UK population ages. The World Health Organization (2020) reports that ageing populations are driving a global increase in demand for health and social care workers. Within the UK, more people are   with multiple long-term conditions and dementia, requiring increasingly complex care and placing additional pressure on residential and nursing homes (NHS England, 2023). The Office for National Statistics (2022) also highlights continuing workforce shortages across adult social care, with regional variation contributing to recruitment difficulties.
Despite increasing demand, recruitment and retention remain significant concerns throughout the sector. Skills for Care (2025) and The King’s Fund (2026) report persistently high vacancy and turnover rates within adult social care, reflecting continuing difficulties in maintaining workforce stability. Similarly, the House of Commons Library (2024) identifies vacancy rates in adult social care that remain considerably higher than those across the wider UK economy. These workforce pressures are particularly evident within residential and nursing care homes, where providers frequently struggle to recruit and retain appropriately qualified staff. Maintaining workforce stability remains essential for delivering safe and effective care within residential and nursing care homes.
Several factors contribute to long-term staff shortages. Low pay is consistently identified as a major barrier to recruitment and retention (Allan and Vadean, 2023). Care home staff undertake physically demanding work, provide emotional support and manage complex care needs, yet salaries often remain lower than those offered in comparable healthcare roles. Devi et al. (2021) suggest that recruitment and retention difficulties are influenced not only by pay but also by limited career progression, demanding working conditions and insufficient organisational support.
Workload pressures further contribute to workforce instability. As staffing levels decline, remaining employees often experience increased workloads, emotional exhaustion and burnout. These workforce pressures contribute to increased stress, emotional exhaustion and reduced job satisfaction, making staff more likely to leave the sector. This creates a continuing cycle in which recruitment and retention difficulties further undermine workforce stability (Devi et al., 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated these challenges by increasing infection control responsibilities, staff absences and emotional strain (Devi et al., 2020), highlighting the need for greater workforce resilience and long-term planning.
Workforce shortages have significant implications for care quality and resident outcomes. Inadequate staffing can reduce continuity of care, limit opportunities to build trusting relationships with residents and increase safeguarding risks. Maintaining a stable workforce is therefore essential for delivering safe, effective and person-centred care.
Several policies and regulatory frameworks seek to support workforce quality and service standards. The Care Act 2014 places wellbeing at the centre of adult social care, while the Care Quality Commission (2024) monitors the quality and safety of regulated services through its assessment framework. National workforce initiatives have also sought to strengthen recruitment and retention. NHS England (2023) identifies workforce growth and staff development as priorities across health and social care, while Skills for Care (2025) emphasises leadership, career development and workforce investment as essential to creating a sustainable adult social care workforce. Despite these initiatives, workforce shortages continue to affect care homes across the UK.
Overall, the literature suggests that long-term staff shortages result from interconnected workforce and organisational factors. Understanding these challenges is important for improving recruitment, retention and care quality.
Methods
This scoping review explored the impact of long‑term staff shortages in UK care homes and identified strategies to improve recruitment and retention. Scoping reviews are useful for examining the extent of existing evidence and identifying gaps. This review followed Arksey & O’Malley’s (2005) framework, which is widely used in health and social care research because it supports broad exploration of complex topics. Levac et al. (2010) further developed the Arksey and O’Malley framework by emphasising the importance of a transparent and iterative approach to study selection and evidence synthesis.
A structured search was conducted using PubMed, CINAHL and Google Scholar, chosen for their coverage of health and social care research. Searches used combinations of keywords such as “care home staffing shortages,” “adult social care workforce UK,” “care worker retention,” “care home recruitment,” and “care home staff wellbeing,” with Boolean operators to refine results. This approach ensured a comprehensive search strategy capable of capturing diverse evidence.
Inclusion criteria:
· Peer‑reviewed journal articles 
· Published 2020–2026 
· Focused on UK care homes or adult social care workforce 
· Related to staff shortages, recruitment, retention or wellbeing
· English language
Exclusion criteria:
· Policy documents 
· Editorials and opinion papers
· Studies outside the UK 
· Articles unrelated to workforce issues
Five peer‑reviewed studies met the criteria. Data were analysed using Aveyard’s (2007) simplified thematic analysis, involving repeated reading, coding and grouping of recurring concepts into broader themes. This method allowed clear identification of patterns across studies and supported the development of meaningful analytical themes.
As this review used secondary data, ethical approval was not required. Ethical principles were maintained through accurate referencing and transparent reporting.
Results
Five peer-reviewed studies met the inclusion criteria and were included in this scoping review. Although the studies employed different research designs, they consistently identified long-term staff shortages as a major challenge affecting UK care homes. Common factors contributing to workforce shortages included low pay, increasing workloads, limited opportunities for career progression and the growing demand for complex care.
Thematic analysis identified four overarching themes:
· Causes of staff shortages 
· Recruitment, retention and staff wellbeing 
· Impact on care quality and resident outcomes 
· Strategies to improve recruitment and retention 
These themes reflected recurring patterns across the included studies and formed the framework for the discussion. The findings demonstrated that recruitment, retention and staff wellbeing are closely interconnected, collectively influencing workforce stability within UK care homes.
Across the studies, poor staff retention was consistently associated with reduced continuity of care and poorer resident outcomes. Allan and Vadean (2021) found that higher staff retention was linked to improved Care Quality Commission (CQC) ratings, while Towers et al. (2021) reported that workforce stability positively influenced residents' quality of life. Allan and Vadean (2023) identified pay as an important factor affecting staff retention and care quality, whereas Devi et al. (2021) and Teo et al. (2022) highlighted the importance of leadership, organisational culture, career development and employment conditions in improving recruitment and retention.
Tables 1 and 2 summarise the included studies and the development of the analytical themes. These tables provide a clear overview of the evidence that informed the discussion.

	Author
	Research Objective
	Method
	Key Findings
	Relevance to Review Question

	Allan & Vadean (2021)
	Investigate the relationship between staff retention and care home quality in England
	Quantitative observational study
	Higher staff retention was associated with improved care quality ratings.
	Demonstrates how workforce stability influences quality of care.

	Allan & Vadean (2023)
	Examine the impact of wages on care home quality
	Quantitative observational study
	Higher wages improved staff retention and care quality.
	Highlights the importance of pay in recruitment and retention.

	Teo et al. (2022)
	Explore recruitment, retention and employment growth
	Longitudinal quantitative study
	Employment conditions influenced recruitment and workforce growth.
	Identifies organisational factors affecting workforce shortages.

	Towers et al. (2021)
	Investigate workforce factors and residents’ quality of life
	Mixed‑methods study
	Staffing levels influenced residents’ quality of life and care quality.
	Demonstrates the impact of staffing on resident outcomes.

	
Devi et al. (2021)
	Review evidence relating to recruitment and retention
	Secondary evidence review
	Recruitment and retention are influenced by leadership, pay, organisational culture and career development.
	Identifies factors contributing to workforce shortages and possible solutions.



	Study
	Key Findings Identified
	Initial Codes
	Category
	Final Theme

	Allan & Vadean (2021)
	Higher staff retention improves care quality and CQC ratings
	Staff retention, continuity of care, quality ratings
	Workforce Stability
	Impact on care quality and resident outcomes

	Allan & Vadean (2023)
	Higher wages improve staff retention and quality
	Pay, motivation, recruitment
	Financial incentives
	Strategies to improve recruitment and retention

	Teo et al. (2022)
	Recruitment and retention vary according to employment conditions
	Recruitment, turnover, vacancies
	Workforce pressures
	Recruitment, retention and staff wellbeing

	Towers et al. (2021)
	Staffing influences residents’ quality of life
	Staffing levels, resident wellbeing
	Care outcomes
	Impact on care quality and resident outcomes

	Devi et al. (2021)
	Recruitment depends on leadership, organisational culture, pay and career opportunities
	Leadership, workload, career progression
	Recruitment barriers
	Causes of staff shortages






Discussion
This discussion builds on the findings presented in the Results section and explores what they reveal about long-term staff shortages in UK care homes. The themes developed through Aveyard’s (2007) simplified thematic analysis Causes of Staff Shortages, Recruitment, Retention and Staff Wellbeing, Impact on Care Quality and Resident Outcomes, and Strategies to Improve Recruitment and Retention provide a framework for interpreting the evidence. By comparing the findings across the five included studies, this discussion addresses the review question while considering how workforce pressures influence the everyday experiences of both care home staff and residents. The aim is to move beyond describing workforce shortages as statistical trends and instead highlight their wider impact on staff, residents and the delivery of person-centred care within UK care homes.
Causes of Staff Shortages
The findings from the included studies demonstrate that long-term staff shortages in UK care homes result from a combination of economic, organisational and demographic factors rather than a single cause. Although each study focuses on different aspects of workforce instability, together they suggest that recruitment and retention difficulties are shaped by interconnected challenges affecting both employers and employees.
Low pay emerged as one of the most consistent factors influencing workforce shortages. Allan and Vadean (2023) found that higher wages were associated with improved staff retention and better Care Quality Commission (CQC) ratings, suggesting that financial reward plays an important role in both retaining staff and maintaining service quality. Similarly, Devi et al. (2021) argue that although care workers undertake physically and emotionally demanding roles, salaries often fail to reflect the complexity and responsibility associated with their work. Consequently, care providers may struggle to attract and retain experienced employees, particularly when alternative employment offers better pay and working conditions.
However, the evidence indicates that pay alone does not explain workforce instability. Devi et al. (2021) highlight the importance of leadership, organisational culture and career progression, suggesting that employees are more likely to remain within organisations where they feel valued, supported and able to develop professionally. Poor management, limited opportunities for advancement and inadequate support may reduce job satisfaction and increase staff turnover. This suggests that improving salaries without addressing wider organisational issues is unlikely to resolve workforce shortages.
Teo et al. (2022) further demonstrate that employment conditions and regional labour market differences influence recruitment and retention. Care homes located in areas with limited workforce availability or greater competition from NHS employers experienced greater recruitment difficulties. Unlike Allan and Vadean (2023), who primarily emphasise financial incentives, Teo et al. (2022) suggest that workforce planning and local employment conditions also play an important role in maintaining workforce stability. This comparison illustrates that workforce shortages cannot be explained by one factor alone but instead reflect a complex interaction between financial, organisational and demographic influences.
Although Allan and Vadean (2023) provide robust quantitative evidence linking higher wages with improved staff retention, their observational study identifies associations rather than direct cause-and-effect relationships. Other organisational factors, including leadership quality, staffing levels and care home resources, may also influence both staff retention and care quality. Likewise, Devi et al. (2021) synthesise evidence from a range of studies, providing a comprehensive overview of recruitment and retention challenges; however, the conclusions are dependent on the quality of the studies included in the review. Nevertheless, the consistency of findings across the included studies strengthens confidence that workforce shortages are driven by multiple interconnected factors requiring equally multifaceted solutions.
Recruitment, Retention and Staff Wellbeing
The reviewed studies demonstrate that recruitment, retention and staff wellbeing are closely interconnected. Rather than existing as separate issues, workforce shortages contribute to increased workload pressures, emotional exhaustion and burnout, all of which influence staff members' decisions to remain within the care sector. Consequently, shortages and poor staff wellbeing reinforce one another, creating a cycle that becomes increasingly difficult to break.
Devi et al. (2021) describe how emotionally demanding work, high workloads and limited organisational support contribute to stress and reduced job satisfaction among care home staff. Excessive workloads limit opportunities for meaningful interactions with residents, increasing emotional strain while reducing professional satisfaction. Similarly, Teo et al. (2022) found that care homes offering supportive employment conditions experienced greater workforce stability, suggesting that organisational culture and leadership are important determinants of staff wellbeing.
Although Allan and Vadean (2021) focused primarily on organisational outcomes, their findings also suggest that higher staff retention contributes to stronger team relationships, lower workloads and improved continuity of care. Stable staffing reduces the pressure placed on remaining employees, whereas frequent staff turnover increases workload demands and contributes to emotional exhaustion.
The findings from Devi et al. (2021), Teo et al. (2022) and Allan and Vadean (2021) collectively demonstrate that burnout is both a cause and a consequence of workforce shortages. As staffing levels decline, remaining employees are required to manage increasing workloads, reducing job satisfaction and encouraging experienced staff to leave the profession. This further intensifies recruitment difficulties, creating a continuous cycle of workforce instability.
Despite using different research designs, the studies reached similar conclusions regarding the importance of supportive leadership, positive organisational cultures and staff wellbeing in improving workforce stability. This consistency strengthens confidence in the overall findings.
Overall, recruitment and retention cannot be improved without addressing staff wellbeing. Organisations should therefore prioritise supportive leadership, manageable workloads, professional development opportunities and positive workplace cultures alongside recruitment initiatives to achieve sustainable improvements in workforce stability.
Impact on Care Quality and Resident Outcomes
The reviewed studies consistently demonstrate that workforce stability is fundamental to delivering high-quality, person-centred care within UK care homes. Rather than affecting organisational performance alone, long-term staff shortages directly influence the quality, safety and continuity of care provided to residents. The evidence suggests that maintaining a stable workforce is essential for promoting positive resident outcomes and ensuring compliance with regulatory standards.
Allan and Vadean (2021) found that care homes with higher staff retention achieved better Care Quality Commission (CQC) ratings, indicating that workforce stability contributes to improved service quality. Stable staffing allows care workers to build trusting relationships with residents, recognise changes in their physical and emotional wellbeing and respond more effectively to individual care needs. 
Similarly, Towers et al. (2021) demonstrate the wider impact of workforce stability on residents' quality of life. Their mixed-methods study found that residents benefited from familiar staff, consistent routines and carers who understood their individual preferences, personal histories and care requirements. These findings were particularly evident among residents living with dementia, where familiarity and consistency reduced anxiety, confusion and emotional distress. Compared with Allan and Vadean (2021), who primarily focused on CQC ratings, Towers et al. (2021) provide a broader understanding of how staffing stability influences residents' everyday experiences and overall wellbeing.
Allan and Vadean (2023) further support these findings by demonstrating that higher wages improve staff retention, which in turn contributes to better care quality. Competitive pay may therefore strengthen workforce stability by reducing turnover and encouraging experienced staff to remain within the sector. However, Towers et al. (2021) suggest that continuity of care itself, rather than pay alone, has the greatest influence on residents' quality of life. This comparison indicates that although financial investment is important, improvements in care quality are more likely to be achieved when competitive pay is combined with supportive leadership, positive workplace cultures and effective workforce planning.
When staffing shortages occur, the consequences for residents can be significant. High workloads often require staff to prioritise essential physical care, leaving less time for emotional support, meaningful communication and personalised interactions. This may reduce residents' quality of life and increase safeguarding risks if staff have insufficient time to monitor changes in health or respond promptly to concerns. Consequently, workforce shortages affect not only operational efficiency but also residents' dignity, independence and overall wellbeing.
Although the studies consistently demonstrate positive associations between workforce stability and care quality, most identify relationships rather than direct causation. Allan and Vadean (2021) relied on observational data, meaning that other factors, including leadership quality, funding levels and organisational culture, may also have contributed to improved CQC ratings. In contrast, Towers et al. (2021) used a mixed-methods approach, providing a richer understanding of residents' experiences by combining quantitative findings with qualitative evidence. This methodological difference strengthens the overall evidence base by offering both statistical evidence and insight into residents' lived experiences.
Overall, the evidence demonstrates that workforce stability is essential for maintaining high-quality, person-centred care. Stable staffing promotes continuity, strengthens relationships between staff and residents and improves both safety and quality of care. Conversely, persistent workforce shortages undermine resident wellbeing, increase organisational pressures and reduce opportunities to deliver compassionate, individualised care. These findings reinforce the importance of workforce retention as a key strategy for improving care quality within UK care homes.
Strategies to Improve Recruitment and Retention
The reviewed studies identify several approaches that may help address long-term staff shortages within UK care homes. Although no single intervention is sufficient to resolve workforce challenges, the evidence suggests that improving recruitment and retention requires a coordinated strategy combining financial investment, supportive leadership, workforce planning and staff development.
Improved pay is consistently identified as one of the most important strategies for strengthening workforce stability. Allan and Vadean (2023) found that higher wages were associated with improved staff retention and better care quality, suggesting that competitive salaries encourage experienced employees to remain within the sector while also attracting new recruits. 
However, the evidence also demonstrates that financial incentives alone are unlikely to resolve long-term workforce shortages. Devi et al. (2021) and Skills for Care (2026) emphasise the importance of effective leadership, positive organisational culture and career development in supporting staff retention. Consequently, investment in leadership development may be equally important in improving workforce retention.
Teo et al. (2022) provide a broader perspective by highlighting the influence of regional labour markets and workforce planning. Their findings demonstrate that recruitment challenges vary across different areas of England, suggesting that national workforce strategies should be supported by local initiatives tailored to regional needs. Partnerships with colleges and universities, targeted recruitment campaigns and incentives for rural or hard-to-recruit areas may therefore provide more sustainable workforce solutions than standardised national approaches alone.
Similarly, Towers et al. (2021) emphasise the importance of workforce stability in improving residents' quality of life. Their findings suggest that retention strategies should prioritise supportive working environments, adequate staffing levels and consistent team structures that enable staff to build lasting relationships with residents. Flexible working arrangements may also contribute to improved retention by helping employees achieve a healthier balance between their professional and personal responsibilities, thereby reducing burnout and improving job satisfaction.
Across the reviewed studies, several key strategies were consistently identified:
· Improved pay and financial incentives 
· Strong leadership and supportive organisational cultures 
· Clear career pathways and continuing professional development 
· Flexible working arrangements 
· Local and national workforce planning 
· Investment in staff wellbeing and emotional support 
Despite identifying several promising strategies, the evidence provides limited evaluation of their long-term effectiveness. Most studies measured workforce outcomes over relatively short periods, making it difficult to determine whether improvements in pay, leadership or career development produce sustainable changes in recruitment and retention. Furthermore, the majority of the research focused on care homes in England, limiting the transferability of findings to Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.
Overall, the evidence suggests that recruitment and retention require a coordinated approach rather than reliance on a single intervention. Financial investment, supportive leadership, effective workforce planning and staff wellbeing initiatives are likely to be most successful when implemented together as part of a long-term workforce strategy. However, further research is needed to evaluate which interventions produce the most sustainable improvements in workforce stability across UK care homes.
Critical Reflection on the Evidence
The five peer-reviewed studies consistently demonstrate that long-term staff shortages negatively affect recruitment, retention, staff wellbeing and care quality within UK care homes. The use of different research methods, including quantitative, mixed-methods and evidence reviews, strengthens confidence in the overall findings by providing complementary perspectives on workforce challenges.
However, several limitations should be acknowledged. Most studies focused on care homes in England, limiting the transferability of findings to other UK nations. In addition, observational studies identify associations between workforce factors and care quality but cannot establish direct cause-and-effect relationships. Few studies evaluated the long-term effectiveness of recruitment and retention interventions or explored the experiences of care home staff through qualitative research. Therefore, further research is needed to identify sustainable strategies that improve workforce stability and care quality.
Conclusion 
This scoping review explored the impact of long‑term staff shortages in UK care homes and examined the strategies suggested in current literature to improve recruitment and retention. Across the five included studies, a consistent picture emerged: workforce shortages are driven by interconnected factors including low pay, limited career progression, rising demand for care and organisational challenges such as leadership and working conditions. These pressures contribute to burnout, high turnover and difficulties attracting new staff, which in turn affect the stability of care teams and the wellbeing of those who work within them.
The review also found clear evidence that staff shortages directly influence care quality and resident outcomes. Stable staffing supports continuity and person-centred care, whereas shortages increase task-focused practice and reduce meaningful resident interactions. Although several strategies were identified such as improved pay, supportive leadership, flexible working and clearer career pathways the evidence base lacks detailed evaluation of specific interventions.
Overall, this review demonstrates that long-term staff shortages affect workforce stability, staff wellbeing, care quality and resident outcomes. Addressing these challenges requires sustained investment in recruitment, retention and workforce development.
Recommendations
Practice
Care homes should prioritise supportive working environments that reduce burnout and promote retention. This includes manageable workloads, consistent supervision, flexible working options and clear opportunities for career development. Strengthening leadership skills and fostering positive organisational cultures can help staff feel valued and supported.
Policy
National and regional workforce strategies should focus on improving pay, funding sustainable staffing levels and investing in long‑term workforce planning. Policies should recognise the complexity of care work and ensure parity with comparable roles in health settings. Localised recruitment initiatives may help address regional disparities.
Future Research
Future research should evaluate the long-term effectiveness of recruitment and retention strategies, including leadership development, staff wellbeing initiatives and career pathways. More qualitative research is also needed to explore staff experiences.
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