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How stress affects the wellbeing of care workers in the UK

[bookmark: _Toc213925612]Introduction

Stress among care workers in the UK is increasing, with demand rising and staff shortages piling pressure on individual social care workers. Care workers cater to various vulnerable populations, including the elderly, those with disabilities, and the chronically sick, all of which can be physically and emotionally draining. According to a recent survey published by the Care Workers' Charity (2025), 42% of care workers reported feeling unhappy or depressed; many claimed that working in care adversely impacted their mental well-being.

This research will explore the impact of stress on care workers' wellbeing in the UK, identify key stressors, and evaluate possible strategies that could be taken to alleviate such challenges. The report will commence with a problem statement and review related literature, followed by the methodology of the research and the methods of data collection. Lastly, the report will present findings and give recommendations on how better support for care workers can be delivered.

[bookmark: _Toc213925613]Research topic identification

Stress among care workers in the UK health and social care sector is a complex issue with individual and systemic causes. It arises from high workload, emotional labour, limited organisational support, low pay, and workforce shortages. According to Skills for Care (2025), the adult social care workforce in England comprises 1.71 million posts, including vacant posts, but there are approximately 111,000 vacant posts-a 7% vacancy rate. The sector is also projected to require an additional 470,000 posts by 2040 to meet the growing demand that will result from an ageing population. These figures make clear that stress is not solely an individual experience but is strongly linked to structural pressures across the sector.
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Research into stress and wellbeing among care workers is vital for improving both workforce sustainability and the quality of care provided in the UK. Socially, care workers are central to the lives of vulnerable individuals, including older adults and those with long-term health conditions. High levels of stress can reduce staff’s emotional resilience, patience, and ability to provide person-centred care, directly affecting the wellbeing of service users. Supporting care workers’ mental health therefore has a dual benefit: safeguarding the workforce while enhancing the experiences and outcomes of those receiving care (Islam et al., 2017).

Understanding of causes, experiences, and consequences of stress among care workers is necessary to inform the development of effective interventions to improve staff wellbeing and assure high-quality care. Consequently, this study will contribute to informing better workforce policies, targeted support strategies, and sustainable improvement in the UK social care sector by helping address gaps in knowledge with evidence-based recommendations.
[bookmark: _Toc213925615]Literature Review
From a practical perspective, stress contributes to absenteeism, high turnover, and workforce instability, which increase operational costs and reduce continuity of care. Addressing stress through improved organisational practices, training, and wellbeing initiatives can enhance staff retention, job satisfaction, and overall service efficiency (Care Workers’ Charity, 2025). Moreover, understanding stress patterns can help managers allocate resources effectively and design interventions that are targeted rather than generic.
This research also addresses a clear evidence gap. While existing reports highlight stress levels, there is limited longitudinal research exploring the effectiveness of support strategies or the relationship between organisational culture and staff wellbeing over time. Investigating these areas can generate evidence to inform policy and workplace practices.
Ultimately, understanding care worker stress can drive systemic improvements in the social care sector. Evidence-based interventions can strengthen workforce resilience, improve care quality, and guide policymakers and organisations in developing targeted strategies, resulting in a more sustainable, effective, and compassionate care system.
Sustainability and the quality of care provided in the UK are socially pertinent. Care workers play a vital role at the centre of vulnerable individuals' lives, such as older adults and those suffering from long-term health conditions. High levels of stress reduce the emotional resilience, patience, and person-centred care that staff can offer, which directly impacts service users' well-being. Supporting care workers, therefore, has dual benefits: safeguarding the workforce while strengthening experiences and outcomes for the people receiving care. Islam et al. (2017)

This research addresses a very clear evidence gap. A number of reports have identified stress levels, but there is limited longitudinal exploration regarding the effectiveness of support strategies, or how organisational culture and staff wellbeing may link over time. The investigation into these areas has the potential to generate evidence to use in informing policy and workplace practices.

Ultimately, the understanding of care worker stress can drive systemic improvements in the social care sector. Evidence-based interventions focused on workforce resilience will improve the quality of care, providing guidance for policymakers and organizations in shaping targeted strategies toward a more sustainable, effective, and caring care system.

Government policy recognises these challenges and aims to address them. The People at the Heart of Care white paper (Department of Health and Social Care, 2021) sets out plans for improvements in work conditions, mental health support, and workforce retention and recruitment. Although such policies suggest workforce stress is recognised, sector-level reports indicate the implementation gap. The Care Workers' Charity (2025) found that most care workers feel unsupported in managing stress due to inconsistent access to wellbeing resources, with a lack of intervention at an organisational level. It highlights the gap between policy intent and workplace realities and further provides a rationale for research evaluating the efficacy of current support strategies.

Structural pressures further amplify the experience of stress. According to Skills for Care (2025), the adult social care sector in England employs 1.71 million staff, with 111,000 vacant posts and an estimated 470,000 additional requirements by 2040. Workforce shortages, coupled with rising service demand linked to an ageing population, increase workload pressures, and exacerbate staff burnout. Importantly, such statistics place stress not only within an individual context but also as part of an organisational issue interlinked with operational capacity and workforce planning.

[bookmark: _Toc213925616]Research Methodology
Research methodology refers to the systematic approach used to collect, analyse, and interpret data to answer research questions and achieve study objectives. In social care research, methodology determines how data is gathered, the type of information collected, and how findings are evaluated to ensure reliability and validity (Creswell,2014).
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There are several types of research methodology. Qualitative research focuses on understanding experiences, opinions, and behaviours, providing rich, detailed insights into complex issues. Common qualitative methods include interviews, focus groups, and case studies. In contrast, quantitative research emphasises numerical data and statistical analysis, often using surveys, experiments, or secondary datasets to identify patterns and trends. Mixed-methods research combines both approaches, enabling a more comprehensive understanding by integrating numerical evidence with in-depth personal perspectives (Bryman, 2016).
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For this study, a mixed-methods approach is most suitable. Qualitative methods will explore staff experiences while quantitative methods will gather numerical data. Combining these methods allows findings to be triangulated, ensuring that personal experiences are supported by statistical trends. This approach provides both depth and breadth, making it the most effective methodology for understanding the complex and multifaceted nature of stress in the social care sector.
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[bookmark: _Toc213925620]Primary data

Primary data is information collected firsthand by the researcher directly for the purposes of the study. In the context of care worker stress, this could include interviews with staff to explore their experiences, surveys or questionnaires to gather quantitative data on workload, stress levels, and coping strategies, or observations of workplace practices to identify environmental or organizational factors contributing to stress. 
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Secondary data refers to information that has already been collected and published by other researchers or organisations. Secondary data is advantageous because it is often easily available, can relate to large populations, and offers historical or contextual information useful in support and complementarity to primary research. Its limitation, however, is that it may not fit perfectly into the specific focus of the study or capture the most recent developments in the field.
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I will be using both primary and secondary data in my study. Merging primary and secondary data thus enables researchers to triangulate findings and ensure a far more robust and comprehensive analysis of stress and wellbeing in the social care sector. Primary data enables direct investigation of individual experiences and organisational practices, while secondary data sets the context, provides trends, and evidence-based benchmarks to underpin and enhance the research.

[bookmark: _Toc213925623]Conclusion

This research will explore stress and wellbeing among care workers in the UK by adopting both a mixed-methods approach and using primary and secondary data. This assures that the study will capture personal experiences of the workers while considering the wider evidence from existing research and sector reports.
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