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The Nursing Workforce in Scotland 
report 2023 highlighted how 
‘expanding our highly skilled and 
dedicated nursing workforce must 
involve sustainable domestic 
recruitment and retention planning 
and implementation that rapidly 
makes a significant step towards 
turning the tide of ever-increasing 
vacancies’ (RCN Scotland, 2023a). 
The report’s 10 recommendations 
set out urgent action that the RCN 
believed was required to achieve 
these broader objectives. 
Our review in December 2023 
(RCN Scotland, 2023b) demonstrated 
that progress had been slow and the 
workforce challenges ä́ecting health  
and social care remained. 
Over the past year, we have been 
involved in a number of signiýcant 
pieces of work that have provided the 
opportunity to call for progress on our 
recommendations from 2023. These 
include the Ministerial Nursing and 
Midwifery Taskforce, the Agenda for 
Change review, the Healthcare Staͅng 
Programme, proposals for a National 
Care Service and work on nursing 
student ýnance.
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The Scottish government and employers 
must do more to address the many issues 
with working environments. They must 
include actions that respect and value 
the expertise of the nursing profession; 
retain and support nursing stä́; 
encourage those early and middle career 
nurses who have left the profession 
to return and reintegrate into the 
workforce; and ýnally, 
to 
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Substitution of 
registered nurses
Across Scotland, the continued 
failure to retain and recruit sufficient 
numbers of registered nurses to  
meet the growing demands and 
complexity of health and social care 
is impacting on the ability to provide 
safe, high-quality care. These failures 
also have an impact on ensuring that 
the work environment for registered 
nurses recognises, values and 
supports the safety critical nature of 
nursing and the unique contribution  
of registered nurses.
The RCN has deýned nursing thus:
Nursing is a safety critical profession 

founded on four pillars: clinical practice, 
education, research and leadership. 
Registered nurses use evidence-based 
knowledge, professional and clinical 
judgement to assess, plan, implement 
and evaluate high-quality person-
centred nursing care (RCN, 2023).
In our previous reports (RCN Scotland, 
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Care Service (NCS) in order to 
‘deliver the consistency and quality 
of care and support across Scotland 
that people deserve’. (Scottish 
government, 2022c). Over the course 
of 2023, the proposals for a NCS 
evolved significantly. Following an 
agreement with COSLA reached in 
July 2023, the Scottish government 
indicated that accountability for  
care will be shared between the 





www.rcn.org.uk/scotland The Nursing Workforce in Scotland16 17









www.rcn.org.uk/scotland The Nursing Workforce in Scotland24 25

2022, the overall workforce generally 
maintained similar levels with a 0.1% 
increase in headcount (+30 stä́). 
However, the nursing workforce in 
care homes for adults decreased by 5.0% 
in the decade from 2012 to 2022 (Tab. 3) 
There are over 1,600 fewer registered 
nurses in care homes for adults since 
2012, a 30.2% decrease. At the same 
time there are also over 1,500 fewer care 
workers Class 3, a 21.8% decline. Care 
workers Class 3 (for example, senior care 
workers) contribute to the assessment 
of care needs and development and 
implementation of care plans and may 
supervise the work of Class 2 stä́. 
During the decade to 2022, there has 
been an increase of nearly 1,200 Class 
2 care workers who provide direct care 
and support (for example, support 
workers), a 4.4% increase. The balance 
within the nursing workforce in care 
homes is therefore shifting towards 
greater provision by support workers 
providing direct care with fewer stä́ 
employed in senior care roles and as 
registered nurses. 
The care home sector is decreasing 
in size, with 19% fewer care homes for 
adults than 10 years ago. In 2023 1,037 
care homes for adults were registered 
with the Care Inspectorate, including 
792 care homes for older people (PHS, 
2023). There were 13% fewer care 
homes for older people and 3.5% fewer 
registered places in care homes for older 
people in 2023 than 10 years earlier. The 
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ahead, affecting the future workforce 
and delivery of health and care. 
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Figure 15 highlights that despite 
increases from additional nursing 
student numbers, demand continues to 
outstrip supply even when the variance 
is at the lowest each year pre-pandemic 
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nurse joiners. In the year to September 
2023, the total number of joiners did 
exceed the number of leavers in  
Scotland, however, the number of 
leavers has continued to increase. Over 
the two-year period from October 2021 
to September 2023, the total number 
of leavers has exceeded the number 
of joiners in Scotland, and this is 
despite an increase in nurses joining 
the NMC register in Scotland who are 
internationally educated. 

Figure 16 shows the balance  
between new entrants joining the  
NMC register in Scotland from UK  
and international sources.10
Admissions to the NMC register in 
Scotland of internationally educated 
nurses have increased. Numbers 
rose steadily from 1.4% in the year to 
September 2018 up to 2.5% of all initial 
nurse entrants joining the register in 
Scotland in the 12 months to September 
2020. The percentage of people educated 

outside of the UK who have joined the 
NMC register in Scotland has continued 
to increase, indicating there is a growing 
reliance on internationally educated 
nurses. In the year to September 2023 
nearly one in 10 (9.5%) of all new  
nurses on the NMC register with an 
address in Scotland were internationally 
educated nurses. 
Over the last three years Nigeria, the 
Philippines, India and Ghana have been 
the top four countries of education for 
internationally educated nurses joining 
the NMC register in Scotland for the 
ýrst time. Nigeria and Ghana are both 
included in countries designated by 
the WHO where active international 
recruitment by employers is discouraged 
due to the countries own pressing health 
system and workforce challenges (WHO, 
2023) (referred to as red list countries). 
International joiners to the register in 
Scotland in the year to end of September 
2023 were from a wide range of red list 
countries. While the code of practice 
from the Scottish government for 

international recruitment of health and 
social care personnel does not prevent 
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unacceptable, with growing stä́ 
sickness due to stress, anxiety and 
depression, which is the most frequently 
recorded reason for working time lost 
among NHS nursing stä́.  

Vacancies
Thousands of registered nurses 
are missing from health and care 
teams across Scotland, impacting 
on the safety and quality of patient 
care. These absences put even more 
pressure on staff who are already 
working extra unpaid hours to cover 
gaps and going home feeling that 
they are unable to provide the  
quality of care they want. 

NHS vacancies
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This will be vital to ensure that funding 
reþects clinical need and the correct 
staͅng numbers and skill mix needed to 
meet these needs.

General practice  
nurse vacancies
With a 12.6% vacancy rate for 
nurses among general practices 
who responded to the General 
Practice Workforce Survey in 2023 
(NES, 2023b), nurse vacancies were 
reported by 28% of general practices. 
NES had noted, however, that the 
current methodology could result in 
overestimates and that caution should 
be used when comparing vacancies in 
general practice with NHS vacancies, as 
the methodology is dḯerent, an issue 
which NES plans to address.

Increased reliance on 
bank and agency staff
The SSSC report a ‘notable’ increase 
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