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Topic: Factors Influencing Staff Shortages in Care Homes in the United Kingdom

Abstract
This research report explores the factors influencing staff shortages in care homes across the United Kingdom. The shortage of care workers has become a major concern, affecting o quality of care, staff wellbeing, and the ability of care homes to meet the needs of an ageing population. The study examines key causes of workforce shortages, including low pay, demanding workloads, limited career progression, high levels of stress, and difficulties with staff recruitment and retention.
Evidence suggests that many care workers leave the sector because of poor working conditions, job pressure, and a lack of recognition compared with other healthcare roles (Skills for Care, 2023). In addition, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic increased existing workforce challenges by creating further pressure on care staff and increasing vacancies (Care Quality Commission, 2022).
The report also considers the effects of staff shortages, such as increased workloads for existing employees, reduced continuity of care, and challenges in maintaining service quality. It highlights the importance of improving wages, providing better training opportunities, and creating supportive working environments to attract and retain care workers.
Overall, this research shows that staff shortages in UK care homes are caused by a combination of economic, organisational, and social factors. Addressing these issues is essential to building a stable care workforce and ensuring safe, effective care for residents.








Introductions
Definition of the Main Concepts
Staff shortages in care homes refer to a situation where there are not enough qualified and available workers to provide safe and effective care for residents. Care homes in the United Kingdom provide support and personal care for older people and individuals who need assistance with daily activities due to illness, disability, or age-related conditions. Care workers play an important role in supporting residents’ physical, emotional, and social needs (Care Quality Commission, 2023).
Workforce shortages can affect both employees and residents. When there are fewer staff members available, existing workers may experience increased workloads, stress, and burnout, while residents may receive less consistent care. Staff recruitment and retention are therefore important issues within the adult social care sector (Skills for Care, 2023)
Rationale of the Research
The shortage of care home staff has become a significant issue in the UK due to the increasing demand for social care services and an ageing population. Many care providers experience difficulties in recruiting and keeping staff because of challenges such as low wages, high workloads, limited career opportunities, and the emotional demands of care work (Skills for Care, 2023).
This research is important because staff shortages can influence the quality and safety of care provided to vulnerable individuals. Understanding the reasons behind workforce shortages may help identify strategies to improve recruitment, staff retention, and working conditions within care homes.
Review Question
What factors influence staff shortages in care homes in the United Kingdom, and how do these factors affect the quality of care provided to residents?
Objectives
        The objectives of this research are:
· To identify the main factors contributing to staff shortages in UK care homes.
· To explore how staff shortages affect care workers and residents.
· To examine the impact of recruitment and retention challenges within the care home sector.
· To consider possible solutions for improving staff retention and workforce stability.
Definition of the main concepts of the chosen topic 

 
Background
The care home sector in the United Kingdom provides essential support to older people and adults who require help with personal care, daily activities, and health-related needs. The demand for care services has increased because of the growing ageing population and the rising number of people living with long-term health conditions. This increase in demand has created pressure on care providers to recruit and retain enough staff to deliver safe and effective care (Skills for Care, 2023).
Staff shortages have become one of the main challenges facing adult social care in the UK. Many care homes experience difficulties finding and keeping workers due to factors such as low pay, heavy workloads, limited opportunities for career development, and the emotional challenges of care work. These issues can lead to high staff turnover and increased pressure on remaining employees (Skills for Care, 2023).
The UK government has introduced policies and strategies to improve the adult social care workforce. The Care Act 2014 provides the legal framework for adult social care in England and places responsibilities on local authorities to promote wellbeing and ensure that people receive appropriate care and support (Department of Health and Social Care, 2014). The Act also highlights the importance of cooperation between organisations to improve care services.
The Health and Care Act 2022 introduced further changes to strengthen the health and social care system, including greater cooperation between health and care organisations through Integrated Care Systems (Department of Health and Social Care, 2022). These partnerships aim to improve coordination between NHS services and social care providers.
Organisations such as the Care Quality Commission (CQC) regulate and inspect care services in England to ensure that care homes meet required standards of safety and quality. The CQC also reports on challenges affecting the adult social care workforce, including recruitment and staffing pressures (Care Quality Commission, 2023).
Overall, staff shortages in UK care homes are influenced by workforce, financial, and organisational challenges. Understanding these factors is important for developing effective solutions to support care workers and maintain high-quality care for residents.

Methods
 Data Collection Search Strategy
This research used a literature review approach to collect information about factors influencing staff shortages in care homes in the United Kingdom. Secondary data was gathered from reliable sources, including academic journal articles, government reports, and publications from recognised health and social care organisations. Using existing research allowed a wider understanding of the causes and effects of staff shortages within the care home sector. (Skills for Care, 2025).

A structured search strategy was used to identify relevant information. Key terms used during the search included “care home staff shortages UK”, “adult social care workforce”, “care worker recruitment”, “staff retention”, and “workforce challenges in social care”. Information was collected from databases and trusted websites, including government publications, the Care Quality Commission (CQC), and Skills for Care reports.
Sources were selected based on their relevance to the research topic, reliability, and publication date. Studies and reports focusing on the UK adult social care workforce were prioritised to ensure that the information reflected the current situation within care homes (Skills for Care, 2023).
Data Analysis
The collected information was analysed using a thematic analysis approach. This involved identifying common themes and patterns related to staff shortages in care homes. The main themes identified included recruitment difficulties, staff retention problems, low wages, workload pressures, staff wellbeing, and the impact of workforce shortages on quality of care.
The findings from different sources were compared and organised to understand how different factors contribute to staff shortages. This method helped to provide a clear overview of the challenges faced by care homes and the possible strategies that could improve workforce stability (Braun and Clarke, 2021).
Overall, this method provided a structured way to examine existing evidence and develop a better understanding of the reasons behind staff shortages in UK care homes.
Results
Number of Studies Selected
The evidence identified for this scoping review demonstrates that staff shortages in UK care homes are influenced by multiple and interconnected factors operating at individual, organisational, labour-market and policy levels. For the purposes of this draft synthesis, seven relevant studies/evidence sources were (Miller et al., 2026) selected because they directly examined recruitment, retention, turnover, workforce conditions, migration or organisational factors associated with staffing difficulties in adult social care and care homes in the UK.
The selected evidence included quantitative, qualitative and mixed-methods research. Most of the empirical evidence was generated in England, reflecting the availability of national workforce datasets such as the Adult Social Care Workforce Data Set (ASC-WDS). Therefore, although the review topic concerns the United Kingdom, the findings should be interpreted with some caution when generalising to Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. The evidence nevertheless provides useful insight into the wider UK social-care workforce problem. Current Skills for Care data indicate that England had approximately 111,000
                                 Table 1: Summary of Selected Studies
	Study

	Country/setting

	Design and data source

	Main focus

	Key findings relevant to staff shortages


	Hussein (2016)

	England; social-care employers

	Quantitative panel analysis of workforce data

	Turnover and vacancy rate
	Organisational and work-environment characteristics were associated with vacancy and turnover rates, demonstrating that staffing shortages are influenced by workplace conditions rather than simply the availability of workers.


	Read & Fenge (2019
	South-west England; residential and domiciliary care

	Qualitative interviews and questionnaire survey; 5 interviews and 17 survey
	Brexit, recruitment and retention

	Managers identified low pay, difficult working conditions, insecure employment and competition for workers as longstanding problems. Brexit and restrictions on EU/EEA recruitment were expected to intensify workforce shortages.


	Allan & Vadean (2021
	England; residential and nursing homes

	Quantitative analysis of national care-home staffing data

	Staff retention, vacancies and care-home quality

	Higher vacancies and turnover were associated with lower care-home quality, while higher retention was associated with better quality. This indicates that workforce instability and care-home organisational conditions are closely connected.




	Allan & Vadean (2021
	England; residential and nursing homes

	Quantitative analysis of national care-home staffing data

	Staff retention, vacancies and care-home quality

	Higher vacancies and turnover were associated with lower care-home quality, while higher retention was associated with better quality. This indicates that workforce instability and care-home organisational conditions are closely connected.

	

	Towers et al. (2021) – MiCareHQ

	England; care homes

	Mixed-methods study using care-home and workforce data

	Workforce characteristics, working conditions and care-home quality
	Working conditions and workforce characteristics were associated with care-home quality. Strong leadership and a positive organisational culture were identified as important mechanisms supporting quality and staff stability.

	

	Saloniki et al. (2022)
	England; long-term care establishments

	Longitudinal workforce survey; 1,037 valid responses

	COVID-19, wellbeing, abuse and intention to leave

	COVID-19 intensified workload, wellbeing problems and experiences of abuse. Workers experiencing abuse reported poorer work-life balance and greater intentions to leave their employer or the care sector.

	

	Teo, Vadean & Saloniki (2022)

	England; long-term care establishments

	
Longitudinal analysis of ASC-WDS
	and employment growth

	Higher turnover was associated with employment contraction, while better retention was associated with employment Recruitment, retention growth. Recruitment difficulties were particularly important for establishments experiencing declining employment, with effects more pronounced in private and voluntary 

	

	Vadean & Saloniki (2023)

	England; residential and domiciliary car
	Longitudinal panel analysis of ASC-WDS, 2016–2019

	organisations.

ob quality and job separatio
	Higher wages, full-time employment and guaranteed working hours reduced job separation. Better management was also associated with improved retention in care homes. A 10% wage increase from the sample mean was estimated to reduce job separation by approximately 3 percentage points
	




 Thematic analysis and synthesis
The thematic synthesis identified six interconnected themes explaining staff shortages in UK care homes:
1. Low pay and uncompetitive employment conditions
2. High workload, stress and poor staff wellbeing
3. Recruitment and retention difficulties
4. Management, leadership and organisational culture
5. Migration, Brexit and changes in the labour supply
6. Wider structural and policy factors (Spilsbury et al., 2024)
Theme 1: Low pay and uncompetitive employment conditions
Low pay was one of the most consistently reported factors contributing to recruitment and retention difficulties. Care work involves substantial emotional and physical responsibility, yet remuneration has historically remained relatively low compared with alternative employment opportunities. Evidence from the workforce literature indicates that workers may leave care for employment in the NHS, hospitality, retail, manufacturing and other sectors where they perceive wages, hours or working conditions to be more attractive. (De Vries et al., 2023)
Quantitative evidence provides further support for the importance of pay. Verdean and Saloniki found that higher wages significantly reduced job separation among direct-care workers. Full-time contracts and contracts providing guaranteed working hours were also associated with greater retention. Their findings suggest that employment conditions, rather than wages alone, are important determinants of workforce stability.
The evidence therefore suggests that low pay can influence shortages through a two-way mechanism: it reduces the attractiveness of care work to potential recruits while simultaneously encouraging existing employees to leave for better-paid employment.
Theme 2: High workload, stress and poor staff wellbeing
The second major theme was the relationship between understaffing, workload and staff wellbeing. Shortages can create a cycle in which insufficient staffing increases workload for existing employees, resulting in stress, fatigue and burnout. These experiences can subsequently increase employees' intention to leave, creating further vacancies. (Alansari, Omri and Singh, 2025)
The COVID-19 pandemic intensified this problem. Saloniki et al. reported that UK long-term-care workers experienced substantial pressures during the pandemic, including abuse, increased workload and difficulties maintaining work-life balance. Experiences of abuse were associated with intentions to leave the employer or the sector. (Boamah et al., 2023)
Government evidence also demonstrates that wellbeing and retention remain closely connected. In the 2023–24 adult social-care workforce survey, 67% of respondents considering leaving identified the impact of work on health and wellbeing, including stress and burnout, as a reason for wanting to leave.
This indicates a self-reinforcing shortage cycle: vacancies increase workload; increased workload reduces wellbeing; reduced wellbeing contributes to turnover; and turnover produces further vacancies.









.




Theme 3: Recruitment and retention difficulties
Recruitment and retention emerged as complementary rather than separate problems. Care homes may recruit new workers but still experience shortages when existing employees leave at high rates. Teo, Vadean and Saloniki found that staff turnover was negatively associated with employment growth, demonstrating that retaining existing workers is important for the ability of care establishments to expand their workforce. ( Teo, Vadean and Saloniki (2021) f

The scale of the problem is demonstrated by national workforce evidence. In 2024/25, the adult social-care sector in England recorded approximately 111,000 vacant posts and a turnover rate of 23.1%. Although vacancy rates have fallen from the pandemic peak of 10.5% in 2021/22 to 7.0%, workforce instability remains substantial. 
The evidence therefore suggests that staff shortages cannot be addressed solely by increasing recruitment. Retention of existing staff is equally important, because high turnover creates continuing recruitment demand and increases the organisational costs associated with advertising, recruitment, induction and training.















Discussion
Summary of Main Findings
This scoping review explored the factors influencing staff shortages in care homes in the United Kingdom. The findings showed that staff shortages are caused by several connected issues, including difficulties with recruitment, high staff turnover, low wages, stressful working conditions, and limited opportunities for career development. The review also found that shortages of care workers can increase pressure on existing staff and may affect the quality and consistency of care provided to residents.
The evidence from the selected studies suggests that staff shortages are not caused by one single problem but are linked to wider workforce and organisational challenges. Skills for Care (2023) reported that the adult social care sector continues to experience high vacancy rates and difficulties retaining employees, which creates ongoing challenges for care providers.
Discussion of Findings in Relation to the Review Question
The review question asked: What factors influence staff shortages in care homes in the United Kingdom, and how do these factors affect the quality of care provided to residents?”
The findings show that recruitment and retention problems are major factors affecting staff shortages. Many care workers leave the sector because of low pay, heavy workloads, and a lack of recognition compared with other healthcare roles. This supports previous research which found that poor employment conditions and limited career progression opportunities contribute to difficulties in maintaining a stable social care workforce (Hussein, 2017).
Another important finding was the effect of workload and staff wellbeing. Care workers often provide support for residents with complex needs, and staff shortages can increase stress, fatigue, and emotional pressure. During periods of increased demand, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, these challenges became more visible and placed additional pressure on care workers (King et al., 2021).
The review also identified that staff shortages may influence the quality of care. When care homes have fewer employees, staff may have less time to provide personalised support and maintain strong relationships with residents. The Care Quality Commission (2023) highlighted that workforce pressures can affect service quality, safety, and the ability of providers to deliver effective care.
Importance of Findings for Health and Social Care
The findings are important for health and social care because care homes provide essential support to some of the most vulnerable members of society. A stable and well-supported workforce is necessary to ensure residents receive safe, person-centred, and compassionate care.
Addressing staff shortages requires improvements in recruitment, staff retention, training, and working conditions. Investment in the social care workforce may reduce staff turnover and improve the overall quality of services. The Department of Health and Social Care (2021) emphasised the importance of developing a skilled workforce through better training opportunities and improved career pathways.
These findings also highlight the need for stronger collaboration between government organisations, healthcare services, and care providers to create long-term solutions for workforce challenges.
Limitation of the Scoping Review
This scoping review has some limitations. Firstly, the review relied mainly on secondary sources, such as reports and published research, rather than collecting new information directly from care workers or care home managers. Therefore, individual experiences may not be fully represented.





Conclusion
This research has examined the factors influencing staff shortages in care homes in the UK. The main findings indicate that staff shortages are caused by a combination of low pay, demanding workloads, stressful working conditions, limited opportunities for career progression, staff burnout, and difficulties with recruitment and retention. High turnover can place additional pressure on existing employees, increasing workloads and potentially affecting staff morale and the quality of care provided to residents.
The research also highlights the impact of wider factors, including the cost of living, competition from other sectors, changes in immigration and recruitment policies, and the increasing demand for care services due to an ageing population. These challenges make it difficult for care homes to recruit and retain sufficient numbers of appropriately skilled staff.
Staff shortages can have significant consequences for both employees and residents. When care homes do not have enough staff, existing workers may experience increased stress and fatigue, while residents may experience reduced continuity of care and less time for individualised support. Therefore, addressing staff shortages is important for maintaining safe, effective, person-centred and high-quality care.




Recommendations
· Further research should examine the long-term causes of staff turnover and identify effective strategies for retaining care home workers.
· Research should consider the experiences of care workers, including their views on pay, workload, working conditions, training and career progression.
· Further studies should investigate the relationship between staffing levels, staff wellbeing and the quality and safety of care provided to residents.
· Research should also examine differences in recruitment and retention between different regions and types of care homes across the UK.
For policy:
· Government and policymakers should consider measures to improve pay and employment conditions for care workers and ensure that care work is financially sustainable.
· Policies should support appropriate staffing levels and workforce planning to meet the growing demand for social care.
· Greater support should be provided for training, professional development and career progression within the adult social care workforce.
· Recruitment policies should enable care providers to access a sufficiently skilled workforce while maintaining appropriate safeguarding and employment standards.
· Funding for social care should be sufficient to allow care providers to offer competitive wages and improve working conditions.
For health and social care practice:
· Care homes should prioritise staff wellbeing by providing manageable workloads, adequate breaks, mental health support and effective supervision.
· Managers should improve communication with staff and involve employees in decisions affecting their working environment.
· Care homes should provide regular training and clear opportunities for career development and progression.
· Effective induction and mentoring programmes should be introduced to support new employees and improve retention.
· Care homes should monitor staffing levels, sickness absence and turnover so that workforce problems can be identified and addressed early.
· Multidisciplinary collaboration between care homes, health professionals and social care organisations should be strengthened to support safe and consistent care.
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