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House of Commons Health Select Committee:  
Inquiry into the nursing workforce in England  

 
 
We welcome this inquiry by the Health Select Committee which is an opportunity to grasp 
the breadth and seriousness of the nursing workforce situation, and provide meaningful 
solutions in order to mitigate the risks levels we are experiencing. By doing this we can work 
together to positively impact the ability of our health and care system to respond to 
population health needs both now and in the future through the major contribution of the 
nursing workforce.  
 
Key messages  
 

�x Challenging working conditions, which are prevalent across health care settings, are 

fundamental factor in recruitment and retention, and for remedying the current 
workforce crisis. 
 

�x A degree-level university education is essential to provide registered nurses with the 
skills required to lead transformation of health and care. Degree-educated registered 
nursing posts should remain adequate in number to deliver safe and effective nursing 
care as this reduces risk to patient safety and delivers improved patient outcomes. 
Where support staff are used they must be trained and receive supervision from the 
graduate nurse.  
 
 

 
1. The value and contributi on of nursing  
 
1.1 Research has shown that among many other things, nursing care contributes to 

notable decreases in readmission

 
 

1.2 England was the last UK country to adopt and implement degree level education, in 
2013, in recognition of the advanced level of practice and clinical knowledge 
required.iv This is the standard promoted internationally by the World Health 
Organisationv. A degree-level university education is essential to provide nurses with 
the skills required by modern nursing and to meet complex population needs, 
including critical thinking, research capability and application of knowledge of the 
clinical evidence base, including the myriad of ongoing advancements. 
 

1.3 This shift in nursing education is a critical factor in enabling the workforce to lead 
health and care service transformation in England, and the scale of change needed 
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is likely to underestimate HEE commissioning of too few places to train new registered 
nurses. Which in turn, results in organisations trying to resolve this supply gap through 
costly and inefficient use of temporary staff, as well as dilute the skill mix and/or 
substitute registered nurses to address shortfalls. 
 

Accountability 
 

2.28 Failure to train enough nurses in the UK has been caused by policy decisions, and as 
such, the current workforce crisis could have been avoided, as wider experts have 
stated.xxxv  These failures to recruit and retain a sufficient domestically trained health 
and care workforce have not yet been addressed. 
 

2.29 We are not aware of any monitoring and planning by Government to increase university 
places and applications, or any wider health and care workforce strategy that considers 
meaningful supply and demand factors.  
 

2.30 There is a clear lack of oversight, strategic planning and accountability for nursing 
workforce supply. This needs to be remedied through legislation for provision of safe 
and effective staffing. Such legislation would clarify accountability politically, nationally 
and locally for: 

 
�x A credible and robust workforce strategy across health and care 
�x Adequate funding for provision of this workforce (above and beyond existing 

service envelope) 
�x Total transparency in data definition, collection, monitoring and reporting, 

irrespective of provider and setting. 
 
2.31 Data collection must be made mandatory and centrally held for service activity and 

workforce in all publicly funded health and care settings, irrespective of provider or 
sector.  
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Apprenticeship Levy 
 

3.10 Nursing degree apprenticeships were introduced by the Government to increase the 
numbers of registered nurses starting in September 2017, ultimately leading to a 
degree and entry into the regulated workforce.xli Data shows that only 30 nursing 
apprentices will begin university courses this September.xlii 
 

3.11 The apprenticeship levy is a way to develop the unregistered existing healthcare 
support workforce (HCSW) into registered nurses, which holds the biggest potential 
for meeting increasing workforce demand.xliii There are a substantial number of 
HCSWs who wish to become registered nurses and do not necessarily wish to train 
through the traditional university route, for financial or time reasons. This route can 
take just 18 months.  
 

3.12 We are supportive of nursing degree apprenticeships. However this supplementary 
route does not generate additional investment into the system. It does not present a 
solution to the workforce crisis, since employers are required to recruit and pay 
salaries for new staff – so without an increase in funding for the expansion of 
established nursing posts, an employer is not able to increase headcount.  
 

3.13 There is a risk that employers will use the apprenticeship levy to prioritise the training 
of nursing associates rather than registered nurses, because their final starting salary 
will be more affordable within current financial pressures.  
 

3.14 It must be noted that an apprentice is a type of learner not a Healthcare Assistant, 
and they will still be required to undertake clinical placements. For example, general 
nurses will need experience in community, in primary care, in mental health and 
varied acute placements – they are in the clinical setting as a learner and will require 
close supervision in practice and group education opportunities.  

 
 

 
Nursing associates 
 
3.15 The new nursing associate role is designed to bridge the gap between health care 

assistants and registered nurses, but is not yet well defined. Pilots started in 2017 
across 35 test with 2,000 trainees.xliv The first nursing associates are expected to 
qualify in early 2019.  
 

3.16 From 2018, training will be delivered through an apprenticeship programme. 
Government have announced a further 5,000 nursing associates will be trained 
through the apprentice route in 2018, with an additional 7,500 being trained in 
2019.xlv  

 
3.17 This new role must, under no circumstances, be used as a substitute for registered 

nurses. However, reports are already coming in of establishments of registered nurse 
posts being deliberately replaced by nursing associate roles, against the evidence 
based regarding the skill mix of registered nurses to other roles required to meet 
patient safety.xlvi Monitoring and evaluation of this is critical. 
 

Nurse First  
 
3.18 The Nurse First programme has recently been launched. In three HEIs an initial 

cohort of 40 students will complete postgraduate Mental Health and Learning 
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