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¶ǉʰ�ȴǉɰɰƃǼǉɰ 

ÇʍɨɰȈȶǼ�ŚɁɨȟǹɁɨƺǉ�Ȉȶ�ČƺɁɽȢƃȶǁ�-�
ĄǉʤȈǉʥ�Ɂǹ�ɥɨɁǼɨǉɰɰ 

 The workforce challenges affecting health and social care remain as 
acute, if not more so, than when we called for urgent action in our 
second Nursing Workforce in Scotland Report (RCN Scotland, 
2023a).  
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 We have been involved in a number of significant pieces of work that 
have provided the opportunity to call for progress towards the 
recommendations in our 2023 workforce report. These include the 
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ÇʍɨɰȈȶǼ�Ȉȶ�ȃǉƃȢɽȃ�ƃȶǁ�ɰɁƺȈƃȢ�ƺƃɨǉ�ƺɁȶɽǉʯɽ 
 

In May 2023, we published our second Nursing Workforce in Scotland report (RCN Scotland, 
2023a). The report set out trends in nursing workforce data which illustrate the extent and 
urgency of the staffing crisis facing Scotland’s health and social care sectors.   
 
We made 10 recommendations that we believe are needed to tackle persistent nursing 
vacancies, improve retention of staff and expand domestic recruitment.   
 
This interim report tracks progress towards achieving these recommendations. It acts as a 
reminder for decision makers, stakeholders and partners, that these recommendations 
remain crucial if the staffing crisis which persists in nursing in health and social care is to be 
tackled. This report also updates RCN members on our work to influence for this change.   
 
The 2023 workforce report was published in the context of negotiations with Scottish 
government over NHS pay. Campaign activity by RCN members in Scotland secured a 
commitment from the Scottish government to establish a Ministerial Nursing and Midwifery 
Taskforce to recommend actions to address the challenges facing Scotland’s nursing and 
midwifery workforce. Through the Taskforce, as well as other key areas of work - including 
the Agenda for Change review, proposals for a National Care Service, the Scottish 
government’s Healthcare Staffing Programme (HSP), and influencing on nursing student 
finance - we have pursued action from government and stakeholders focused on the 10 
recommendations from the 2023 workforce report.  
 

The current staffing challenges remain stark. We are now in the busy winter 
period where service pressures become even more acute, but extreme 
pressures in both health and social care are now the norm across the year.  

 
The latest NHS workforce statistics show that there are almost 5,300 nursing vacancies in 
the NHS, including over 3,700 registered nurse posts unfilled (NES 2023a). As noted in our 
2023 workforce report, access to robust nursing workforce data for social care is limited. 
However, data published since then shows that in care homes for older people, 65% of 
services had nursing vacancies in December 2022 (SSSC and Care Inspectorate, 2023a), 
compared with 64% the previous year (SSSC and Care Inspectorate, 2022) and 48% the year 
before that (SSSC and Care Inspectorate, 2021). The number of registered nurses employed 
in care homes also continues to fall (SSSC and Care Inspectorate, 2023b), despite the acuity 
of the care needs of residents rising.  
 
In this context, our recommendations are clearly needed now more than ever.   
 

ĀɨɁǼɨǉɰɰ�ɨǉɥɁɨɽ  
 

The recommendations made in our 2023 workforce report can broadly be grouped together 
under four headings: safe staffing, fair pay and student finance, national care services and 
data.    
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ĄǉƺɁȴȴǉȶǁƃɽȈɁȶ�іӖ Scottish government must ensure the Ministerial Nursing and 
Midwifery Taskforce delivers funded, timely, meaningful and 
sustainable actions that make a positive difference for the 
nursing profession, including developing and implementing a 
detailed nursing retention strategy.   

 

ĄǉƺɁȴȴǉȶǁƃɽȈɁȶ�їӖ In partnership with the trade unions and other professional 
bodies, the Health and Care (Staffing) (Scotland) Act must be 
implemented in full by April 2024, and be accompanied by 
the investment and resources to allow health and care 
employers to meet their duties under the Act. An accurate, 
transparent baseline must be published before April 2024 to 
enable trend data to emerge over time.  

 

ĄǉƺɁȴȴǉȶǁƃɽȈɁȶ�њӖ Scottish government must take steps to grow the domestic 
nursing workforce by continuing to increase the number of 
nursing student places and expanding the routes into 
nursing, including implementing the recommendations that 
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ĄǉƺɁȴȴǉȶǁƃɽȈɁȶ�јӖ Scottish government and employers must ensure that 
registered nurses and nursing support workers, wherever 
they work, have fair pay, good employment terms and safe 
working conditions that reflect their safety critical role. 
Future pay awards should be restorative, recognising that for 
over a decade, nursing pay has failed to keep pace with the 
rising cost of living.  

ĄǉƺɁȴȴǉȶǁƃɽȈɁȶ�љӖ Scottish government must deliver on its commitment to 
review Agenda for Change to support recruitment, 
sustainability and retention.   

ĄǉƺɁȴȴǉȶǁƃɽȈɁȶ�ћӖ Scottish government must ensure that nursing students have 
adequate financial support to allow them to prioritise their 
education, cope with the rising cost of living and complete 
their studies without falling into financial hardship.  

 

yƃȈɨ�ɥƃʰ�ƃȶǁ�ɰɽʍǁǉȶɽ�ˎȶƃȶƺǉ 

During an extended period of time when the cost-of-
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ĄǉƺɁȴȴǉȶǁƃɽȈɁȶ�іѕӖ The data being used to inform workforce planning must be 
improved. This includes addressing the gaps in the workforce 
data for NHS, social care and general practice, as well as 
making health and care activity data publicly available to 
ensure this informs workforce planning.  

 

ŚɁɨȟǹɁɨƺǉ�ǁƃɽƃ 

Finally, recommendation 10 notes the significant gaps that exist in workforce data, which are 
limiting workforce planning. The Scottish government has already produced a National 
Workforce Strategy for Health and Social Care (Scottish government 2022). The government 
is committed to producing indicative workforce projections as part of this strategy, as well as 
separate mental health and remote and rural workforce plans. A lack of data will continue to 
limit these pieces of work.   
 
Audit Scotland has recommended urgent progress to improve ‘the availability, quality and 
use of financial, operational and workforce data to improve mental health workforce 
planning in primary, community and social care’ (Audit Scotland 2023a), as well as calling for 
future NHS workforce projections to be published (Audit Scotland 2023b). While the Scottish 
government, thorough its Health and Social Care Data Strategy (Scottish government 2023), 
makes reference to improving data collection for the benefit of modelling including 
workforce planning, we are not aware of any significant changes or proposals in this area to 
date.   
 

Summary 

 
From April 2024, Scottish Ministers will be legally responsible for ensuring there are 
sufficient numbers of staff, including registered nurses, to ensure employers meet their 
duty to have appropriate levels of staffing. There remains a significant need to improve 
workforce data, particularly as these new duties are established.  
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We will continue to pursue the 10 recommendations from our 2023 workforce report in our 
influencing work. With nursing vacancies remaining at near record levels, the pace and 
urgency to address this needs to be intensified.   
 
In the coming months significant progress must be made from key pieces of work including 
the Healthcare Staffing Programme, the Nursing and Midwifery Taskforce and the Agenda 
for Change RevŃǥ�倀cŹǐကǠ including 
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