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      The care home sector is a central part of the United Kingdom’s health and social care system, providing long-term support for older adults, people with disabilities and those living with chronic health conditions. In recent years, the sector has faced significant challenges that affect the quality of care, staff wellbeing, and financial sustainability of providers. This report examines three key issues affecting UK care homes today: the ongoing workforce crisis, financial pressures and sustainability, and concerns surrounding quality of care and safeguarding. Through analysing evidence, policy reports and current trends, this research highlights the implications of these issues and proposes areas for improvement within the sector.
One of the most pressing issues in UK care homes is the severe shortage of qualified staff. The adult social care workforce has been under strain for over a decade, but pressures intensified after the COVID-19 pandemic. High vacancy rates, increasing workloads, and difficulties in recruitment have created an environment where many care homes struggle to maintain safe staffing levels. According to Skills for Care (2023), adult social care in England reported over 150,000 vacancies, representing one of the highest vacancy rates in the wider UK labour market. These shortages directly impact the quality of care that residents receive and increase stress levels among existing staff.
Low pay is a major contributor to the recruitment difficulties. Social care roles often involve demanding physical and emotional labour, yet salaries remain low compared to other sectors. Many care assistants earn wages close to the National Minimum Wage, despite the high level of responsibility involved in their work. This makes social care less attractive than other industries such as retail or hospitality, leading to high turnover. Skills for Care (2023) noted that turnover rates in care home roles can exceed 30% annually, meaning that many staff leave the sector within their first year of employment.
Another challenge is the limited opportunities for training and career progression. While some care homes provide structured training, others lack the resources or funding to offer development pathways. The Care Quality Commission (CQC) has highlighted that inconsistent training leads to variations in care standards across the country. Employees may not always receive adequate training in areas such as dementia care, safeguarding, or manual handling, all of which are essential to ensuring resident safety.
The workforce crisis is further complicated by changes to immigration policy. Prior to 2020, a significant proportion of the workforce consisted of migrant workers. However, Brexit and more restrictive immigration rules have reduced the number of international applicants. Although care workers were added to the Shortage Occupation List in 2022, many employers still face barriers in sponsoring overseas staff due to high costs and administrative demands.
Overall, the workforce crisis places the care home sector under immense pressure. Staff shortages increase workloads for existing workers, creating burnout and reducing morale. For residents, this can mean rushed care, reduced social activities, and longer response times. Addressing the workforce crisis is therefore essential to improving outcomes for both staff and residents.
Financial instability is another major challenge facing UK care homes. Many providers operate on extremely tight margins, and some are at risk of closure. Funding for care homes in the UK comes from a combination of local authority payments, private fees paid by residents, and government support. However, local authorities have faced budget cuts for several years, and the funding they provide often does not cover the full cost of care. This leaves many care homes operating at a financial deficit.
One key issue is the difference between what private residents pay compared with local authority-funded residents. Private residents can pay significantly higher fees, which cross-subsidise the costs of those supported by local authorities. As a result, care homes in wealthier areas remain more financially stable, while those in deprived communities face greater risk of closure. The Competition and Markets Authority (2017) reported that this imbalance is not sustainable in the long term, and that without reform, financial pressures will continue to destabilise the market.
Rising operational costs add further strain. Care homes must pay for staffing, food, energy, training, equipment and maintenance. Since 2022, inflation and increased energy costs have forced many providers to raise fees, but not all residents or local authorities can afford higher payments. Energy costs have been particularly challenging, as care homes operate 24 hours a day and must maintain comfortable temperatures for vulnerable residents.
Another financial pressure relates to regulatory requirements. Care homes must meet CQC standards, which often require investment in training, staffing and facilities. While these standards are essential for ensuring quality, they add to the financial demands placed on providers. Without adequate funding, some homes struggle to maintain compliance, risking sanctions or closure.
The closure of care homes has significant social consequences. When a home closes, residents—many of whom have complex health needs—must be relocated, which can be distressing and disruptive. It also places additional pressure on the NHS and community health services, as vulnerable older people may need temporary hospital care while waiting for new placements.
To ensure sustainability, long-term funding reform is required. Government projections show that the UK’s ageing population will increase demand for residential care in the coming decades. Without action, the sector will struggle to meet future needs. Investment is therefore essential not only for the survival of care homes, but also for the wellbeing of residents and the stability of the wider health and social care system.
Quality of care remains a central issue in the sector, with variations across different homes. While many care homes provide excellent, person-centred care, others face challenges that impact resident safety and wellbeing. The CQC regularly reports concerns such as poor management, inadequate staffing, inconsistent medication management, and failures in safeguarding procedures.
Safeguarding is particularly important in care homes, as residents are often vulnerable due to age, disability or dementia. Safeguarding issues may include neglect, emotional harm, inadequate supervision, or failure to record and report incidents. The Local Government Association has emphasised that safeguarding referrals from care homes have increased in recent years, suggesting ongoing concerns about quality and safety.
One contributing factor to poor quality of care is the previously discussed workforce crisis. When staffing levels are low, employees may struggle to provide person-centred care and may prioritise essential physical tasks over social or emotional support. This can lead to residents feeling isolated, especially those living with dementia who require consistent routines and engagement.
Another challenge is the increasing complexity of residents’ health needs. Many people enter care homes with multiple long-term conditions, requiring specialist knowledge and coordinated care. If staff lack training, or if the home does not have access to appropriate healthcare professionals, the standard of care may decline. For example, medication errors may occur if staff are not adequately trained in pharmaceutical procedures.
Despite these challenges, there are positive developments. The use of digital technology in care homes has increased, improving record-keeping, communication and safety monitoring. Person-centred care models and dementia-friendly environments have also become more common, helping to enhance quality of life for residents.
However, ensuring consistent high-quality care across the sector remains a challenge. Regular training, strong leadership, adequate funding, and robust safeguarding systems are essential for maintaining good standards. The CQC continues to play a crucial role in monitoring and regulating the sector, but long-term improvement depends on addressing the underlying issues discussed earlier in this report.
The UK care home sector plays a vital role in supporting some of the most vulnerable members of society, but it faces significant and ongoing challenges. Workforce shortages, financial pressures, and variations in quality of care all impact the ability of care homes to deliver safe and effective services. These challenges are interconnected: staffing problems affect quality, financial instability limits training and resources, and poor care increases the need for safeguarding interventions.
To address these issues, a coordinated approach is required. Increased funding, better wages, improved training, and supportive immigration policies would all help stabilise the workforce. Financial reform is essential to ensure care homes can remain sustainable and continue to meet regulatory standards. Finally, consistent monitoring and investment in person-centred care practices will help improve quality for residents. By tackling these challenges, the UK can develop a more resilient and compassionate care home sector capable of meeting the needs of an ageing population.
References
Care Quality Commission (CQC) (2023) The state of health care and adult social care in England. London: CQC.
Competition and Markets Authority (2017) Care homes market study. London: CMA.
Local Government Association (2022) Adult social care and safeguarding report. London: LGA.
Skills for Care (2023) The state of the adult social care sector and workforce in England. Leeds: Skills for Care.

                                  
                                      
