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[bookmark: _Toc213674531]Introduction
Workforce shortages and retention problems in UK health and social care sector have grown significantly in recent years. According to the Care Quality Commission (2023), over half of adult social care providers reported difficulties recruiting staff, and 31% found retention as a major challenge (Care Quality Commission, 2023). Meanwhile The King’s Fund highlights that in 2023 the overall vacancy rate across the National Health Service (NHS) and social care sectors remained higher than the general UK average. This study aims to analyse the scale, causes, and consequences of workforce shortfalls, and to evaluate retention strategies employed within the UK stabilising the sector’s workforce (The King’s Fund, 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc213674532]Problem Statement
The UK health and social care sector currently faces a critical workforce challenge persistently high vacancy rates, frequent staff turnover, and difficulties keeping care workers. This problem undermines the quality and stability of care delivered to patients and service users, strains existing staff, and threatens the long-term sustainability of care organisations. According to the King’s Fund, as of September 2023 there were approximately 121,000 full-time equivalent vacancies in the NHS an 8.4% vacancy rate and around 152,000 unfilled posts in adult social care, equating to a 9.9% vacancy rate (The King’s Fund, 2023). In the year to September 2023, about 10.7% (154,000) of NHS staff left their roles, social care experienced even worse turnover 28.3% of positions were, vacated in 2022/23.
These shortages and retention problems affect multiple stakeholders. Care workers and social care staff face increased workloads, stress, burnout, poor working conditions, and limited career progression. Individuals needing care can suffer lower quality care, delays, and reduced continuity. Organisations from NHS trusts to independent care providers struggle with staffing gaps, reliance on temporary or agency staff (which drives cost and reduces morale), and difficulty delivering consistent service. The rising demand for care, due to an ageing population and increasing complexity of health needs, worsens the shortfall. 
Given this context, conducting research on workforce shortages and retention is both prompt and essential. First, detailed, empirically grounded analysis can inform workforce planning, recruitment, and retention strategies, and policy interventions. Second, understanding not just the scale but also the underlying causes why individuals leave or stay is vital to develop sustainable solutions. Without research, efforts may address only the symptoms (vacancies) rather than root causes (working conditions, pay, job satisfaction, career development).
To build a robust evidence base, I propose to use a mix of data sources combining national statistics with more contextual, qualitative insight. The three key existing information sources are particularly relevant.
The King’s Fund “Staff Shortages” data and briefing – this source offers up-to-date, sector wide quantitative data on vacancy rates, turnover figures, and staffing shortfalls across both NHS and social care. Its relevance lies in quantifying the size of the problem, showing systematic scale rather than isolated local issues. I select this source because it provides authoritative, publicly available statistics which can frame the scope or workforce shortages and retention problems a necessary baseline for my research.
Skills for Care national workforce reports (e.g. “The State of the Adult Social Care Sector and Workforce in England 2025”) Skills for Care regularly publishes comprehensive workforce intelligence for the adult social care sector vacancy rates, turnover rates, staff demographics, recruitment sources, and retention patterns. The most recent report shows that although the vacancy rate in 2024/25 has fallen to 7.0% (down from 2021/22 peak of 10.5%) turnover stays high estimated at 23.1%, with approximately 335,000 leavers annually. This source is critical because it provides detailed sector specific data, including breakdowns by role (e.g. care workers and support workers), and shows trends over time, allowing analysis of whether policy or recruitment changes have improved retention. I include it to the ground the research in concrete, recent social care sector data.
Care Quality Commission (CQC) / adult social care workforce capacity report. The CQC’s workforce and capacity data shed light on how staffing shortages and turnover affect care provision and service capacity. For example, recent reporting shows that despite improvements, vacancy rates above 10% double those regulated care homes. The CQC’s qualitative feedback from care providers (e.g. that low pay, high pressure, and burnout drive staff leaving) also helps to explain underlying retention challenges beyond raw numbers. This makes it a valuable source for contextualising how shortages translate into operational problems and affect staff morale, service delivery, and capacity.
Combining these sources gives both breadth (through national level statistics) and depth (through sector specific on the ground capacity and workforce insights). The large-scale data from The King’s Fund and Skills for Care highlight the extent and patterns of shortages, while CQC reports illustrate the lived reality in care settings and the pressures driving turnover. (Care Quality Commission, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc213674533]Justification
Given the complexity of workforce shortages and retention which involves structural, economic, organisational, and human factors this research should adopt mixed methods approach. Quantitative analysis, drawing on publicly available datasets from The King’s Fund, Skills for Care and CQC, will enable measurement of the scale, distribution, and trends of staffing shortages, turnover, and vacancies. Qualitative exploration for example through interviews or surveys of current and former care staff would then complement the numbers by uncovering motivations, perceived working conditions, stressors, job satisfaction, views on pay and career progression, and barriers to retention.

[bookmark: _Toc213674534]Information Sources and Justification
[bookmark: _Toc213674535]Using these three sources as secondary data provides a strong empirical foundation. Then, if possible, collecting primary data would deepen understanding allowing the research to explore “why” staff leave or remain, how working conditions influence retention, and what reforms might be effective. This combined method ensures the research is relevant, credible, and capable of informing policy or organisational interventions targeted at improving retention and reducing workforce shortages.

 Research Methodologies 
Quantitative research collects and analyses numerical data to measure and describe patterns across a population or sector. As defined by UK Research and Innovation (UKRI), typical quantitative methods include cross-sectional surveys, longitudinal studies, or questionnaire-based data collection – tools that enable analysis of workforce size, vacancy rates, turnover, or retention rates. Through quantitative data, researchers can objectively assess the scale of workforce shortages – for example, the size of unfilled posts or staff leaving the sector enabling generalisation to the wider health and social care system. However, quantitative methods offer limited insight into why staff leave or stay and cannot capture the complexity of firsthand experiences or organisational context.
By contrast, qualitative research looks to understand individual's feelings, experiences, motivations, and meanings behind their decisions. Methods such as semi-structured interviews, focus groups, open-ended questionnaires, observations, or case studies are common. In the context of health and social care retention, qualitative studies such as a UK study of community nurses have explored staff views about recruitment and retention and showed organisational and contextual factors influencing decisions to stay or leave. The strength of qualitative research is its depth and ability to reveal nuanced, context sensitive reasons behind workforce dynamics, its limitations is that findings from small, non representative samples may not generalise to the entire workforce.
Given the complexity of workforce shortages and retention in UK health and social care, I recommend mixed method research and report as this would combine quantitative surveys or organisational level data (e.g. vacancy and turnover statistics, retention rates across care settings) with qualitative interviews or focus groups of staff (e.g. social care workers, nurses). A mixed-methods approach allows my report to measure the scale and distribution of workforce problems while also uncovering the lived experiences, motivations, and organisational dynamics behind them offering a richer, more policy relevant picture.
[bookmark: _Toc213674538]Indeed, recent UK research on health care recruitment and retention has successfully adopted this approach.

Data Collection 
In research, primary data refers to information collected directly by the researcher for the specific study purpose for example through surveys, questionnaires, interviews, focus groups or observations. This kind of data is original that tailored to address the exact issues and investigations for instance, asking social care workers about their reasons for leaving, factors influencing retention, job satisfaction, working conditions, morale, or organisational pressures. Primary data tends to be up-to-date and highly relevant to your research questions, though collecting it can be time consuming, expensive, and may require ethical approval when involving human participants.
By contrast, secondary data refers to existing data collected by other organisations or researchers for different purposes. Examples include published workforce statistics, vacancy, and turnover data from sector wide reports, government, or regulatory bodies, administrative data, and prior research studies. In the context of UK health and social care, there is large secondary data available for example, recent data from Skills for Care shows that as of 2024/25 there were approximately 111,000 vacant adult social care posts in England a vacancy rate of 7.0%. Similarly, The King’s Fund reports that in September 2023 the overall vacancy rate in the National Health Service (NHS) was 8.4% and that turnover and retention issues stay significant in both NHS and social care settings (The King’s Fund, 2023).
For this, research on workforce shortages and retention, I recommend using secondary data as the foundation, supplemented by targeted primary data collection. Secondary data provides a robust, broad, and readily accessible picture of the scale of staffing shortages, vacancy rates, turnover, and workforce trends. This allows me to situate my analysis within the wider UK health and social care context. Then, by collecting primary data for example through a survey or interviews with care workers or social care staff I can explore the deeper, contextual reasons behind retention or turnover, job satisfaction, pay and conditions, stress, working environment, organisational culture, personal motivations. This mixed use of data maximises breadth through secondary data and depth through primary data, giving a comprehensive, nuanced understanding of workforce shortages and retention in UK health and social care.


[bookmark: _Toc213674541]Conclusion
Workforce shortages and retention problems are still major challenges across the UK health and social care sector. National evidence shows persistently high vacancy and turnover rates, affecting service quality, staff well being and organisational stability. Secondary data from sources such as Skills for Care and the King’s Fund highlight the scale of the issue, with thousands of unfilled posts and high annual staff turnover, especially in social care. These shortages place significant strain on existing staff and limit providers ability to deliver safe and consistent care.
This analysis also shows that understanding retention requires more than numerical data, qualitative insight is essential to explore factors such as low pay, stress, workload pressures, and limited career progression. For this reason, a mixed-data approach and adopted, combining secondary workforce statistics with primary data such as staff surveys or interviews. This approach provides both a broad overview of national trends and deeper insight into the underlying causes affecting staff decisions to stay or leave.
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