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Skills for Care to develop social care workforce strategy
Announcement follows longstanding sector calls for government to develop long-term plan for social care staffing, similar to NHS workforce strategy.
by Mithran Samuel on October 12, 2023 in Adults, Social work leaders, Workforce
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Skills for Care will develop a 15-year strategy for the adult social care workforce, it announced today.  The workforce development body issued the pledge as it published the full report from its annual State of the adult social care sector and workforce in England study.
It will work with other organisations, including think-tank the King’s Fund, in developing the strategy.

The news follows longstanding calls from sector bodies for the government to produce a strategy, to improve reward, progression and recognition for staff, and enhance workforce planning, so the sector had sufficient workers with the right skills to meet future need.
These were restated when NHS England published a 15-year plan for the health workforce in June 2023.
No government involvement
But while the Department of Health and Social Care commissioned the NHS strategy and is Skills for Care’s main funder, the workforce development body took the decision to develop the strategy itself, without DHSC involvement.

Skills for Care chief executive Oonagh Smyth said the 2022-23 state of care report showed some “green shoots”, with the vacancy rate having fallen from 10.6% to 9.9% in the year to March 2023.

That trend has continued since, with separate Skills for Care data showing that the vacancy rate among a sample of independent care providers had fallen to 8.4%, as of August this year.
However, Smyth warned that the sector’s workforce challenges had not gone away.

Social care workforce ‘a leaky bucket’
“In particular, the fact that 390,000 people left their jobs in 2022-23 and around a third of them left the sector altogether shows that we have a leaky bucket that we urgently need to repair,” she said. “We can’t simply recruit our way out of our retention challenges. So, we need a comprehensive workforce strategy to ensure we can both attract and keep enough people with the right skills to support everyone who draws on care and support – and all of us who will draw on care and support in the future. “We’ll be using the expertise, data, insights and relationships we have developed over the last 20 years to develop that strategy. Given the rich diversity of the sector, any strategy will only be successful if it’s created by the many organisations and people that have a stake in the future of social care, so we’ll be working with a wide range of partners who are willing to embrace and drive the changes we need.”

DHSC: ‘our actions are helping fill vacancies’
In response, a DHSC spokesperson said: “The action we’ve taken is growing the social care workforce and filling vacancies, meaning there is more capacity in the social care system than last year.”

This includes enabling employers to recruit care staff through skilled worker visas since February 2022, on the back of which, 70,000 staff were recruited into direct care roles, up from 20,000 the previous year.  The department said that an estimated 40,000 additional care staff had been recruited from overseas from April to August 2023.

The spokesperson also pointed to the market sustainability and improvement fund – workforce fund, through which councils are receiving £365m this year and £205m in 2024-25, primarily to address workforce pressures in their areas.

Ministers have suggested that providers use this to boost pay. The spokesperson added: “To further bolster the workforce this week we launched the next phase of our Made With Care recruitment campaign – designed to reach millions of people via video on demand, radio and digital channels – and the average pay for care workers has also increased.”

Sector bodies welcome strategy plan
Sector bodies welcomed Skills for Care’s plan to develop a strategy for the 1.6m strong workforce.

“A comprehensive plan for that workforce is vital to help set a direction for recruiting and retaining staff and making social care a more rewarding and attractive career choice,” said King’s Fund senior fellow Simon Bottery. “ That’s why are delighted to be working with Skills for Care and other organisations to help tackle the challenges across the adult social care sector by developing a long-term workforce strategy.”

The Homecare Association, which represents domiciliary care providers, was also supportive.
“Demand for homecare is rising,” said its chief executive, Jane Townson. “Complexity of need is increasing. We must ensure we grow and develop the homecare workforce to meet changing needs. This includes addressing opportunities and challenges.”

Strategy ‘not enough without investment’
Health service body NHS Providers and think-tank the Health Foundation also welcomed the planned strategy but stressed that it would not be sufficient on its own. “A plan alone will not be enough unless it is accompanied by sustainable government investment and support to ensure the sector can not only recruit but keep much-needed staff,” said NHS Providers’ director of policy and strategy. Miriam Deakin.

Health Foundation director of policy Hugh Alderwick said that “improving jobs in social care and growing the workforce over the long term depends on sufficient investment and sustained policy action from government”. He said that the government’s decision to raise the national living wage – the pay floor for those aged 23 and over – from £10.42 to over £11 an hour would help the lowest-paid care workers. However, he added: “The social care system is already struggling to meet the costs of providing high quality care, so without additional government funding, this move risks piling further pressure on care providers and leaving people without the care they need.”
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