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[bookmark: _Toc227699108]Abstract
This research report presents a scoping review examining the impact of staff shortages on the quality of dementia care in residential care homes in the United Kingdom. Dementia is a major public health concern in the UK, and many individuals require long-term support within residential care settings. However, ongoing workforce shortages in the adult social care sector raise concerns about the ability of services to deliver high-quality, person-centred care.
The aim of this study was to explore how staffing shortages influence the quality of dementia care in residential care homes in the UK. A scoping review methodology was adopted, and relevant peer-reviewed studies were identified through electronic databases, including PubMed, CINAHL, Scopus and Google Scholar. Studies were selected based on their relevance to staffing levels, dementia care and UK-based residential settings.
The findings indicate that staff shortages have a negative impact on the quality of care, limiting the ability of staff to provide person-centred support and increasing risks to resident safety and wellbeing. The review identified three main themes: reduced quality of care, poorer resident outcomes, and increased workload and burnout among staff. In addition, workforce shortages contribute to increased workload, stress and burnout among care staff, which further affects care delivery and continuity of care.
In conclusion, staff shortages represent a significant challenge to the delivery of high-quality dementia care in UK residential care homes. Addressing workforce issues through improved staffing levels, training and policy interventions is essential to ensure safe, effective and compassionate care for people living with dementia.
1. [bookmark: _Toc227699109]Introduction
Dementia is a progressive syndrome that affects memory, thinking, behaviour and the ability to perform everyday activities. It is one of the leading causes of disability and dependency among older people and represents a major health and social care challenge in the United Kingdom. Many people living with dementia eventually require long-term support, and residential care homes therefore play an important role in meeting their physical, emotional and social needs. Within these settings, the quality of care provided is closely linked to the availability, competence and continuity of the care workforce.
In this study, staff shortages refer to an insufficient number of care staff available to meet residents’ needs safely and effectively. This may include understaffing, difficulties recruiting suitably qualified workers, high turnover, reliance on temporary staff, and gaps in skill mix. In residential dementia care, staffing levels are especially important because residents often require close supervision, help with personal care, support with communication, and consistent person-centred interaction. When staffing is inadequate, care workers may have less time to respond to residents individually, which can affect dignity, safety, emotional wellbeing and overall quality of life.
The concept of quality of dementia care includes several dimensions, such as safety, responsiveness, person-centred practice, emotional support, continuity of care and the promotion of dignity and wellbeing. High-quality dementia care is not limited to completing physical care tasks. It also requires staff to build trusting relationships with residents, understand cognitive and behavioural changes, and respond appropriately to distress, confusion and loss of independence. For this reason, dementia care is highly sensitive to staffing pressures. Where staff are overstretched, the delivery of compassionate and individualised care may become more difficult.
This topic is important because workforce pressures within UK health and social care have increased concern about the quality and sustainability of care provision. Residential care homes supporting people with dementia face particular challenges due to the complexity of residents’ needs and the labour-intensive nature of dementia care. Staff shortages may increase workload, reduce time available for meaningful interaction, contribute to burnout, and negatively affect both staff wellbeing and resident outcomes. Understanding this relationship is therefore essential for improving care standards, informing workforce planning and supporting better practice in UK residential care settings.
This research report is based on a scoping review of peer-reviewed literature relevant to UK practice. The purpose of the review is to examine how staffing shortages influence the quality of dementia care in residential care homes and to identify the main issues highlighted in existing research.
The review is guided by the following question:
How do staff shortages impact the quality of dementia care in residential care homes in the UK?
The objectives of this scoping review are:
1. To map and synthesise existing evidence on the relationship between staff shortages and the quality of dementia care in UK residential care homes.
2. To identify how staffing pressures influence resident outcomes, including safety, wellbeing and quality of life.
3. To explore strategies discussed in the literature to reduce the negative effects of workforce shortages on dementia care delivery.
Overall, this review addresses an important area of contemporary UK health and social care practice. By examining the available evidence, the study aims to provide a clearer understanding of how workforce shortages affect dementia care quality and why this issue remains significant for policy, service delivery and future research.
The significance of this topic lies in the increasing demand for dementia care services within an already pressured social care system. As the number of people living with dementia continues to rise in the UK, concerns around staffing capacity, continuity of care and quality standards become even more important. This makes the topic highly relevant to current health and social care policy and practice.
2. [bookmark: _Toc227699110]Background
Dementia is a major public health concern in the United Kingdom, with an estimated 900,000 people currently living with the  condition. This number is expected to rise significantly due to an ageing population, increasing the demand for long-term care services. Many individuals with moderate to severe dementia require support within residential care homes, where staff are responsible for meeting complex physical, psychological and social care needs. As a result, the quality of care provided in these settings is a key concern for health and social care systems across the UK.
Residential care homes play a central role in supporting people living with dementia, particularly those who can no longer live independently. These settings are expected to provide person-centred care, promote dignity and maintain residents’ quality of life. In the UK, care provision is guided by regulatory bodies such as the Care Quality Commission (CQC), which sets standards for safety, effectiveness, responsiveness and overall  quality of care. However, maintaining these standards can be challenging in the context of ongoing workforce pressures.
The UK adult social care sector has been experiencing significant staff shortages for several years. Reports from organisations such as Skills for Care highlight persistent difficulties in recruiting and retaining care workers, high vacancy rates, and increasing reliance on agency staff. Factors contributing to these shortages include low pay, demanding working conditions, limited career progression and high levels of stress and burnout. These challenges have created a workforce crisis that directly affects the delivery of care in residential settings.
In England, workforce pressures in adult social care have been widely reported, particularly in relation to vacancy rates, recruitment difficulties and reliance on agency staff. These challenges are especially concerning in dementia care because continuity, familiarity and relationship-based support are central to good-quality care. Where staffing is unstable, residents may experience reduced consistency in care and less emotional reassurance.
In dementia care, staffing levels are particularly critical. People living with dementia often require continuous supervision, assistance with activities of daily living, and emotional support. They may also experience behavioural and psychological symptoms, such as agitation, confusion or distress, which require time, patience and skilled responses from staff. When staffing levels are insufficient, care workers may be forced to prioritise basic physical tasks over meaningful interaction, reducing opportunities for person-centred care and potentially affecting residents’ wellbeing.
Evidence suggests that staff shortages can have a direct impact on the quality of care provided in residential care homes. Understaffing has been associated with increased workload, time pressure, and reduced ability to deliver individualised care. This can lead to negative outcomes, including unmet care needs, increased risk of falls, medication errors, and reduced emotional support for residents. In addition, high staff  turnover may disrupt continuity of care, making it more difficult for staff to build trusting relationships with residents, which is particularly important in dementia care.
Workforce shortages also affect staff wellbeing. Care workers experiencing high workloads and stress may be at greater risk of burnout, which can further contribute to absenteeism and staff turnover. This creates a cycle in which staffing shortages lead to increased pressure on remaining staff, futher weakening the quality and sustainability of care provision. In the UK context, this issue has been widely recognised as a major challenge for the health and social care system.
Given these challenges, there is a growing need to understand how staff  shortages influence the quality of dementia care in residential care homes. While general workforce issues in social care have been widely discussed, the unique demands of dementia care mean that staffing shortages may have particularly significant consequences in this area. Exploring the existing research on this topic is therefore essential to identify key issues, understand their impact on residents and staff, and inform future improvements in policy and practice.  
3. [bookmark: _Toc227699111]Methods
Data Collection / Search Strategy
This study adopted a scoping review methodology to explore the impact of staff shortages on the quality of dementia care in residential care homes in the United Kingdom. A scoping review was considered appropriate as it allows for the mapping and synthesis of existing research evidence on a broad topic, identifying key themes, gaps and patterns within the literature.
A systematic search of peer-reviewed literature was conducted using electronic academic databases, including PubMed, CINAHL, Scopus and Google Scholar. These databases were selected due to their relevance to health and social care research and their ability to provide access to high-quality academic journal articles.
A combination of keywords and search terms was used to identify relevant studies. These included: “dementia care”, “staff shortages”, “understaffing”, “staffing levels”, “care homes”, and “quality of care”. Boolean operators such as AND and OR were applied to refine the search and ensure relevant results were identified.
To meet the requirements of the study, the search was limited to: 
· peer-reviewed journal articles;
· studies published in English;
· research conducted within the United Kingdom;
· studies published within the last 10-15 years to ensure relevance to current practice.
   The initial search results were screened based on titles and abstracts to assess relevance to the review question. Full-text articles were then retrieved and reviewed to determine eligibility. Studies were included if they focused on staffing levels, workforce shortages, or staffing-related issues in residential or long-term dementia care settings in  the UK. Studies that did not focus on dementia care, were conducted outside the UK, or were not peer-reviewed were excluded from the analysis.
Data Analysis
The selected studies were analysed using thematic analysis. This approach was used to identify and organise common patterns and themes across the literature related to staff shortages and the quality of dementia care.
Key information from each study was extracted, including the aim of the study, research design, setting, and main findings. The findings were then compared and grouped into key themes, such as:
· the impact of staffing levels on quality of care;
· effects on resident outcomes (e.g. safety and wellbeing);
· staff workload, stress and burnout; 
· challenges in delivering person-centred care.
These themes were used to structure the results and provide a clear synthesis of the evidence identified in the scoping review.
Ethical Considerations
This study was based on the analysis of secondary data obtained from published academic literature and did not involve direct participation from human subjects. Therefore, formal ethical approval was not required.
However, ethical principles were followed throughout the research process. All sources were accurately referenced using the University’s Harvard referencing style to ensure academic integrity and avoid plagiarism. Care was taken to present findings objectively and to accurately reflect the original authors’ work without misinterpretation.
4. [bookmark: _Toc227699112]Results
Table 1 presents the main characteristics of the studies included in this scoping review.
	Author
	Year
	Aim
	Method
	Key Findings

	NIHR Study
	2020
	To examine workforce challenges in UK care homes
	Mixed-method/report 
	Staff shortages negatively impact quality of care and staff workload


	Taylor & Francis Study
	2020
	To explore staffing issues in dementia care
	Qualitative study
	Understaffing reduces quality of dementia care and person-centred practice

	Spilsbury et al.
	2011
	To examine relationship between staffing and quality
	Systematic review
	Higher staffing levels linked to better care quality

	Griffiths et al.
	2016
	To analyse nurse staffing and patient outcomes
	Literature review
	Low staffing associated with poor outcomes and safety risks



[bookmark: _Toc227699113]THEMATIC ANALYSIS
The analysis of the selected studies identified three main themes related to the impact of staff shortages on the quality of dementia care in residential care homes in the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc227699114]Theme 1: Staff shortages reduce quality of care
Across all studies, there is consistent evidence that staff shortages have a negative impact on the overall quality of care provided in residential settings. The NIHR study highlights that insufficient staffing levels in UK care homes are associated with reduced care standards and increased pressure on care staff. Similarly, the study from Taylor & Francis indicates that understaffing limits the ability of staff to provide person-centred care, which is essential in dementia care.
Spilsbury et al. (2011) further support this finding, demonstrating that higher staffing levels are associated with improved quality indicators in care homes. In contrast, lower staffing levels may result in missed care, less individual attention and lower overall standards of care delivery. These findings suggest that adequate staffing is a key factor in maintaining high-quality dementia care in UK residential care homes.
[bookmark: _Toc227699115]Theme 2: Impact on resident outcomes and wellbeing
Another important theme identified is the impact of staff shortages on resident outcomes, including safety, wellbeing and quality of life. The Griffiths et al. (2016) study highlights that inadequate staffing levels are linked to increased risks, such as falls, medication errors and unmet care needs.
In dementia care, these risks are particularly significant due to the vulnerability of residents. The Taylor & Francis study emphasises that when staff are overstretched, they have less time to provide emotional support and reassurance, which are essential for individuals living with dementia. This can negatively affect residents’ psychological wellbeing and increase levels of distress and confusion.
Overall, the evidence suggests that staff shortages not only affect care processes but also have direct consequences for resident safety and quality of life within UK care homes. 
[bookmark: _Toc227699116]Theme 3: Increased workload and staff burnout
The third key theme relates to the impact of staff shortages on care workers themselves. The NIHR study reports that workforce shortages in UK care homes lead to increased workload, time pressure and stress among staff. This is further supported by Griffiths et al. (2016), who highlight that excessive workload is associated with burnout and reduced job satisfaction.
High levels of stress and burnout can reduce staff performance and increase turnover, further worsening staffing shortages. In dementia care settings, this creates additional challenges, as continuity of care is essential for building relationships with residents. When staff are overworked or frequently replaced, the quality of care may decline, and residents may experience reduced consistency in support. 
5. [bookmark: _Toc227699117]Discussion
The findings of this scoping review demonstrate that staff shortages have a significant impact on the quality of dementia care in residential care homes in the United Kingdom. Across the selected studies, there is clear and consistent evidence that inadequate staffing levels are associated with reduced care quality, poorer resident outcomes, and increased pressure on care staff. These findings directly address the review question and highlight the importance of workforce capacity in maintaining high standards of dementia care.
One of the key findings is that staff shortages reduce the ability of care staff to deliver person-centred care. Dementia care requires time, patience and consistent interaction in order to support individuals’ emotional and psychological needs. However, when staffing levels are low, care workers are often required to prioritise essential physical tasks, such as feeding and hygiene, over meaningful engagement. This is supported by the Taylor & Francis study, which highlights that understaffing limits opportunities for personalised care. Similarly, Spilsbury et al. (2011) found that higher staffing levels are associated with better quality indicators in care home settings. In the UK context, this suggests that workforce shortages may undermine the delivery of care that meets regulatory standards set by organisations such as the Care Quality Commission.
Another important finding is the impact of staff shortages on resident safety and wellbeing. The results indicate that insufficient staffing increases the risk of adverse outcomes, including falls, medication errors and unmet care needs. Griffiths et al. (2016) support this, demonstrating a clear relationship between staffing levels and patient outcomes. In dementia care, these risks are particularly concerning, as residents may have cognitive impairments that increase their vulnerability. The findings suggest that staffing shortages not only affect care delivery but also compromise the safety and dignity of individuals living in residential care homes in the UK.
In addition to the impact on residents, this review highlights the significant effects of staff shortages on care workers. Increased workload, time pressure and emotional strain were commonly identified across the studies. The NIHR study emphasises that workforce shortages contribute to high levels of stress and burnout among staff working in UK care homes. This is further supported by Griffiths et al. (2016), who found that excessive workload can negatively affect staff performance and job satisfaction. These factors may lead to higher turnover rates, creating a cycle in which staffing shortages continue to worsen over time.
The findings of this review are consistent with wider literature on workforce challenges in health and social care. Previous research has shown that adequate staffing is essential for ensuring safe, effective and compassionate care. In the UK, ongoing workforce shortages in the social care sector have been widely recognised as a major policy issue. This review reinforces the importance of adequate staffing in ensuring high-quality dementia care.
However, this study also has several limitations. Firstly, the review included a limited number of studies, which may restrict the generalisability of the findings. Secondly, although the focus was on UK-based care, some of the evidence may draw on broader international research, which may not fully reflect the specific context of UK residential care homes. Additionally, as a scoping review, this study aimed to map existing evidence rather than provide a detailed evaluation of study quality. This means that the findings should be interpreted with some caution.
Despite these limitations, the review provides valuable insights into the relationship between staff shortages and the quality of dementia care in the UK. It highlights the need for greater investment in the care workforce, improved staffing strategies, and stronger policy interventions to ensure that care homes are adequately resourced to meet the needs of people living with dementia.
[bookmark: _Toc227699118]6. Conclusion and Recommendations
This scoping review examined the impact of staff shortages on the quality of dementia care in residential care homes in the United Kingdom. The findings demonstrate that staffing levels play a crucial role in determining the quality, safety, and effectiveness of care provided to individuals living with dementia.
The review identified that staff shortages are associated with reduced quality of care, particularly in relation to person-centred practice. When staffing levels are inadequate, care workers often have limited time to engage with residents, which can negatively affect emotional wellbeing and quality of life. In addition, the findings highlight that insufficient staffing increases risks to resident safety, including falls, unmet care needs and reduced supervision.
The review also found that staff shortages placech significant pressure on care workers, contributing to increased workload, stress and burnout. These factors can lead to high staff turnover, which further affects continuity of care and the ability to build meaningful relationships with residents. Within the UK context, these findings reflect ongoing workforce challenges in the adult social care sector and emphasise the importance of addressing staffing issues to improve care quality.
Overall, the study concludes that staff shortages have a direct and negative impact on the quality of dementia care in UK residential care homes, affecting both residents and staff. Addressing these challenges is essential to ensure safe, effective and compassionate care for people living with dementia.
Recommendations
Based on the findings of this review, several recommendations can be made for policy, practice and future research to reduce workload within the UK health and social care sector.
Firstly, there is a need for increased investment in the adult social care workforce to improve staffing levels in residential care homes. This includes improving pay, working conditions and career development opportunities in order to attract and retain qualified care staff.
Secondly, care providers should implement strategies to support staff wellbeing and reduce burnout. This may include providing access to training, supervision, and mental health support, as well as ensuring appropriate staffing ratios to reduce workload pressure.
Thirdly, greater emphasis should be placed on training in dementia care. Staff working in residential care homes should receive specialised training to support person-centred approaches and improve the quality of care provided to individuals living with dementia.
In addition, policymakers should develop and strengthen workforce planning strategies to address long-term staffing shortages within the UK social care sector. This may include national policies aimed at improving recruitment, retention and workforce sustainability.
  Finally, further research is recommended to explore the long-term impact of staffing shortages on dementia care outcomes in the UK, particularly using larger and more recent studies. This would help to provide stronger evidence to inform policy and practice.
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