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Introduction
Social care sits at the heart of public life. It helps older people, disabled adults, and kids stay safe, stay connected, and live with dignity. But across the UK, adult social care is in trouble. Too many people leave these jobs, there are always open positions, and many care providers are barely hanging on usually because pay is low and the work is hard. When there aren’t enough staff, people miss out on care, things fall through the cracks, and the NHS ends up picking up the pieces with delayed hospital discharges and preventable admissions (Senedd Research, 2024). 
From April 2022, Wales started funding the Real Living Wage (RLW) for eligible social care workers. The RLW isn’t just a legal minimum; it’s set to match the actual cost of living. The idea was simple: boost pay for registered care workers (and some personal assistants paid through direct scheme payments), help them feel valued, keep more of them in the job, and send a clear message that this is skilled, essential work (Welsh Government, 2024). This wasn’t a one-off move, either. It tied into a bigger “fair work” plan shaped by Welsh policy and a focus on social partnership (Fair Work Commission, 2019). 
This essay argues that the Welsh Government’s RLW policy has really made a difference by raising pay and helping care workers feel recognised. Not everyone gets covered by the policy, it’s complicated to roll out, and deeper issues like heavy workloads, limited chances to move up, and shaky finances haven’t gone away. The essay will look at - what problem this policy set out to fix; how the policy took shape and what pushed it forward; and what’s happened so far, using government reports and workforce data from the sector.
The problem - low pay as a system risk in social care
In Wales, a lot of care workers say they’re unhappy with their pay and struggling financially, even though their jobs are tough and come with a lot of responsibility (Social Care Wales, 2024). When pay barely clears the minimum wage, care providers just can’t compete with jobs in retail or hospitality, where the money is about the same, but the work is less demanding, both physically and emotionally. So, people end up leaving. Providers keep hiring and rehiring, and the people who rely on care lose out on steady relationships and familiar faces. It’s a vicious cycle- as more workers leave, the ones who stay get stretched thinner, burning out and leaving too. That’s how low pay feeds instability in social care; it’s both the cause and the effect of the system’s problems.
Recruitment, retention and intentions to leave
According to Social Care Wales, about one in four staff say they’re “quite” or “very” likely to leave social care within the next year. And more than 40% think they’ll be gone in the next five years. When people talk about why they want to leave, pay comes up a lot, but it’s not the only problem. Feeling overworked and dealing with rough working conditions are right up there too. When there aren’t enough staff, everyone’s workload goes up. That makes the job less satisfying, and if the pay doesn’t make up for it, people just leave. So, bringing in something like the Real Living Wage actually makes sense. It goes straight at one of the biggest reasons people quit. Sure, it won’t fix everything, but it’s a solid step in the right direction (Social Care Wales, 2023).
Why the Real Living Wage was selected
The RLW stands apart from the National Living Wage because it's based on what people need to get by. It reflects real living costs and aims to guarantee a basic, decent income. During a cost-of-living crisis, that difference really matters. The legal minimum wage can easily fall behind as prices rise, but the RLW is built to keep up. In social care, paying the RLW isn’t just about ticking off a budget line. It’s part of a bigger plan to make care jobs pay fairly and earn more respect, instead of just squeezing costs. The Living Wage Foundation keeps pushing this point: paying the RLW cuts down on in-work poverty and makes tough jobs more appealing, which helps employers hold onto their staff (Living Wage Foundation, 2024).
 In Wales, the situation’s a bit unique. While social care is run locally, the rules on wages mostly come from the UK government. Even so, the RLW gave Welsh leaders a real tool they could boost pay in publicly funded care without changing the law for everyone.
Policy aims and theory of change
The Welsh Government says the RLW policy is about giving workers better financial security, making it easier to hire and keep staff, and showing that care work matters (Welsh Government, 2024). The thinking goes like this: pay people more by the hour, and you take some of the financial pressure off them. They’re happier at work and less likely to quit. When staff stick around, care becomes more consistent, and the whole system runs better. But this hinges on two big assumptions: that pay really drives people to leave, and that care providers can afford to pay more without cutting corners somewhere else. So, when it comes to judging if the policy works, it’s not enough to just look at who got a raise. You also must check if people are staying in their jobs, if vacancies are dropping, and maybe even if the quality of care is improving. That’s how you see if the policy delivers what it promises.
Development influences - Welsh “fair work” and wellbeing framing
This policy grew out of a Welsh environment that really values wellbeing, equality, and fair work. You see it in the way the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 shapes public policy, always pushing for long-term thinking and aiming for a “more equal Wales.” The RLW policy isn’t just a direct result of this Act, but the Act’s framework encourages moves that cut down inequality and boost job quality because those are key to the country’s wellbeing. This is especially important in social care, where most workers are women and pay has always been low. Raising wages isn’t just about jobs. It’s about fairness and equality too. Calling the policy a “fair reward” for essential work fits perfectly with this bigger picture.
The Fair Work Commission and social partnership influence
The Fair Work Commission’s report, Fair Work Wales, pushed policy in a clear direction. They said the real living wage should set the baseline for pay, and they pressed for fair rewards, job security, and a real say for workers (Fair Work Commission, 2019). In every Welsh policy debate, people kept bringing up social care. Pay and working conditions just didn’t match the value of the work. Wales’s “social partnership” way of doing things - where government, employers, unions, and sector groups talk and work together had a big impact on how the policy took shape.
Instead of a government just announcing a change from the top, they got local authorities, health boards, and providers around the table. The goal was to make sure extra funding turned into better wages. You can see this partnership in the detailed guidance sent out to everyone involved, and in the careful evaluation plan set up to track how things play out (Welsh Government, 2024).
Policy mechanism - funding through commissioning rather than regulation
The UK Government controls minimum wage laws, so the Welsh Government had to take a different route with the Real Living Wage. They used funding and commissioning to make it happen. They sent out guidance to help local authorities and health boards raise contract payments and fee rates, so care providers could pay their workers the RLW (Welsh Government, 2024). This setup isn’t random, and it matches how social care works in Wales. There’s a mix of public and independent providers, and a lot of care workers are employed by these independent companies, even though the public sector pays for the service. So, for the policy to work, money must move smoothly from the Welsh Government to local commissioners, then to providers, and finally into workers’ pockets. There are risks along the way and different areas might handle things differently, sometimes it’s not clear who’s responsible, and it can be tricky to track if the extra funding is really ending up in workers’ pay.
Practical outcomes - coverage and pay improvements
The best proof that the policy is making a real difference comes from the Welsh Government’s impact evaluation. They found that 84% of surveyed workers got the RLW, so most of the eligible workforce ended up with higher pay (Welsh Government, 2025a). It means the policy isn’t just for show, it’s changing people’s incomes. Still, about 16% said they’re getting paid less than the RLW, so it’s clear the rollout isn’t finished yet (Welsh Government, 2025a). If the goal is to make jobs more stable, missing out parts of the workforce. Especially in roles that are already at risk, like personal assistants or less-visible care work can weaken the whole system’s impact.
RLW coverage reported in evaluation evidence
	Indicator
	Evidence source
	Result

	Workers reporting receipt of RLW
	Welsh Government impact evaluation
	84%

	Workers reporting pay below RLW
	Welsh Government impact evaluation
	16%


(Welsh Government, 2025a)

Outcomes for financial wellbeing and recognition
The policy didn’t just boost wages; it also tried to lift people’s financial wellbeing and sense of recognition. According to the Welsh Government’s own evaluation, getting paid the RLW means workers face less financial hardship and feel more valued (Welsh Government, 2025a). That matters because it matches up with what the policy set out to do: cut down on in-work poverty and raise the status of care work. When people feel recognized, they’re more likely to stick around, even when the job gets tough. But life’s still expensive, and workloads haven’t exactly eased up. So, while the RLW helps, it doesn’t take away all the financial stress workers feel. Really, the policy acts more like damage control and it softens the strain in a tough environment, but it doesn’t fix everything about job insecurity.
Recruitment and retention - modest gains, limits remain
Social care isn’t just competing with itself; other sectors have bumped up their pay too, so the RLW boost doesn’t stand out like it used to. When the statutory minimum wage goes up fast, there’s barely any gap left between that and the RLW, so it loses its edge as a recruitment tool. Pay isn’t the only thing on people’s minds. Surveys keep showing that social care workers feel overworked and aren’t happy with their working conditions which are big reasons why they think about leaving (Social Care Wales, 2023). So, unless there are real changes like better staffing, reasonable caseloads, stronger supervision, or clearer ways to move up, just raising pay won’t change who wants to join the sector. 
Provider sustainability and the risk of unintended consequences
Focusing only on pay brings its own risks. Providers already feel squeezed by rising costs, so when policy pushes wages up without extra support, they might cut back elsewhere such as fewer training opportunities or slashing non-pay benefits. Fees, inflation, and the constant struggle to find enough staff leave little margin for error. The Welsh Government’s own evaluations point out some real issues here. They question if the funding really covers everything it’s supposed to, and if local authorities are applying the rules in the same way everywhere (Welsh Government, 2025a; Welsh Government, 2025b). 
Civil society groups have spotted problems. They talk about “cracks” in the delivery chain and worry that, without tougher checks, the money won’t end up in workers’ pockets (Cynnal Cymru, 2025). If providers handle wage rises by axing overtime pay, cutting training, or reducing staff, the whole point gets lost. To really make the Real Living Wage stick, it takes more than just funding. Commissioners need to rethink how they contract services so providers can stay afloat and job quality gets better across the board.
Service outcomes and the wider system context
Workforce policy really comes down to helping people who rely on social care. It’s tough to pin down exactly how any one policy affects care in the short run. There’s just so much going on - funding, how fast demand is growing, housing, local services, and how all of it fits together with the NHS. Take the RLW policy, for example. Raising pay looks like it helps keep staff around, and that helps with continuity. But vacancies keep piling up, demand keeps rising, and the money’s always tight, so big-picture changes don’t always show up right away, even if pay coverage improves. Senedd research points out that adult social care in Wales is tangled up with NHS pressures and all those long-term arguments about keeping the system going (Senedd Research, 2024). So, even if staff get a pay bump, you’re probably not going to see instant results, better access, less unmet need - unless pay is just one part of a much bigger shift.
Workforce pressures the RLW addresses - alongside continuing drivers of instability
	Workforce issue
	Evidence
	Why RLW helps
	Why RLW is not enough

	Pay dissatisfaction
	Social Care Wales workforce surveys
	Raises wage floor
	Workload/conditions still drive leaving

	Intentions to leave
	Social Care Wales workforce surveys
	Supports retention
	Recruitment needs progression + conditions

	System strain
	Senedd policy briefings
	Stabilises staffing
	Demand growth and funding pressures remain


(Senedd Research, 2024; Social Care Wales, 2023)
Conclusion
This essay argues that the Welsh Government’s Real Living Wage policy for social care workers is a big step forward in tackling low pay, unstable staffing, and the way society undervalues care work. Lots of social care workers in Wales feel underpaid, struggle financially, and think about quitting. That’s risky, not just for them, but for the whole health and care system (Social Care Wales, 2023; Senedd Research, 2024). Wales shaped this policy in a climate that cares about wellbeing and fairness. The Fair Work Commission pushed for a real living wage as the baseline and wanted fair rewards, especially in sectors like care (Fair Work Commission, 2019). Instead of strict new rules, the government used funding and the way it commissions services to make the policy work. They backed it up with clear guidance and regular evaluations to see if it’s delivering (Welsh Government, 2024). The evidence says it helped. 84% of surveyed workers say they’re now getting the Real Living Wage. That’s made a real difference in their finances and made them feel more valued (Welsh Government, 2025a). But not everyone is covered yet, and other challenges haven’t gone away. Heavy workloads, tricky commissioning arrangements, and worries about whether providers can survive still hold things back. Bottom line: the Real Living Wage is a crucial start for making social care work fairer in Wales. Still, it’s not enough on its own. Broader changes like real career paths, better workload management, stable commissioning, and reliable funding need to come next. That’s the only way Wales can build a strong, steady workforce and deliver the quality care people depend on.
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