
 
 
The Royal College of Nursing’s submission to the Migration Advisory Committee’s 

call for evidence on the Shortage Occupation List 2020 

The Royal College of Nursing (RCN) represents nursing across the UK and internationally. It 

is the largest professional union of nursing staff in the world with a membership of over 

450,000 registered nurses, midwives, health visitors, nursing students, health care 

assistants, nursing associates and nurse cadets.  

Introduction to this call for e

 all 

campaigning for the common needs of our members and beneficiaries.  

Scope of this review and our response 

Nursing (all specialities) has been listed on the SOL since 2016. Since then, high levels of 

nursing vacancy rates persist, and international recruitment continues to play a crucial part in 

sustaining appropriate and safe workforce numbers across the UK. It therefore remains our 

position that nursing should remain listed on the UK SOL for at least the short to medium 

term, until a credible and robust needs based workforce strategy in each of the four 

countries has been established to address the shortages in terms of education, recruitment 

and retention.  

 
1 UK Government, The  UK’s points-based immigration system: policy statement February 2020. Available at: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-uks-points-based-immigration-system-policy-statement/the-uks-points-
based-immigration-system-policy-statement  
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which it no longer can. Where data does exist, it often does not go into the level of 

granularity necessary for this review, i.e. Band or qualification level. This is a particular issue 

for healthcare assistants/nursing auxiliaries and health care support workers who, as 

outlined above, operate at varying levels of seniority and can have different qualifications.  

The timing and the limited timeframe for this review (6 weeks) has also prevented reporting 

bodies from updating existing data as planned, and many employers will not have capacity 

to provide their own information, therefore undermining the ability to provide an accurate 

analysis of the workforce.  

Our Response to the MAC’s Questions 

1. Whether Nursing Support Workers are in shortage  

Vacancy rates  

- In Northern Ireland statistics show that there were 545 vacancies for nursing and 

midwifery support roles within the HSC in December 2019, which represents a vacancy 

rate of 9.8%, and an increase of 2% since 2018.4 Though existing data does not 

distinguish between Band groups, there is a clear shortage across the nursing support 

workforce more broadly.  

 

- Similarly in NHS Scotland vacancy rates for healthcare support workers employed at 

Band 3-4 were reported at 4.6%, which represents the highest level of vacancy rates 

within this staff group in the last five years, with vacancy rates of just 1.6% in March 

2015).5  

 

- There is currently no data on RQF3-5 staff groups in the Welsh NHS, and in the NHS in 

England existing data is complex, sporadic and has significant gaps. Unlike registered 

professions such as RNs, there is currently no publicly available information on vacancy 

rates for nursing support roles in the NHS or independent sector.  

 

- Shortages in the social care sector in England however are critical - there is currently a 

vacancy rate of 5.7% (5,100 vacancies) and 9% (77,000) for Senior Care Workers and 

Care Workers respectively. Recruitment from overseas has for many years been 

essential in keeping these staff numbers steady and services safe – in 2019 17% of 

Senior Care Workers in England were from overseas, as well as 19% of Care Workers.6 

Workforce trends and increasing service pressures as an indication of shortages 

- In the NHS in England, statistics show that the overall number of NSWs employed at 

Band 3 and above (excluding healthcare assistants who are typically employed at Band 

 
4Northern Ireland Department of Health, Northern Ireland NHS workforce, available at: https://www.health-
ni.gov.uk/topics/dhssps-statistics-and-research/workforce-statistics  
5 ISD Scotland, Scotland NHS Workforce’. Available at: https://www.isdscotland.org/Health-Topics/Workforce/NES-
Publication/2020-03-03/Visualisation-Nursing-and-Midwifery.asp  
6 Skills for Care, The state of adult social care and workforce in England 2019. Available at 
https://www.skillsforcare.org.uk/adult-social-care-workforce-data/Workforce-intelligence/documents/State-of-the-adult-
social-care-sector/State-of-Report-2019.pdf  
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appropriately skilled and experienced staff and also creates an additional issue of 

competitiveness between the two sectors.  

Retention 

- Turnover remains high across the NHS and care sector, which creates more difficult and 

high pressured working environments and undermines employers’ ability to effectively 

implement retention initiatives. Results from our 2019 employment survey revealed that 

four in ten (39%) of all respondents were seeking a new job, the majority of which were 

employed in roles equivalent to NHS pay bands 2-5 (with pay between £8.20-15/hour). 

Reasons for high turnover are multifaceted but include important and prevalent issues 

such as feeling undervalued; high stress levels and lack of support; poor work-life 

balance; and too much pressure.12   
 

- Turnover rates are particularly high and continue to increase in the social care sector, 

many of which are new joiners. The turnover rate was at 30.8% in 2019 which is 

equivalent to around 44,000 leavers and represents a 9.1 percentage point increase 

since 2012/13. The turnover rate was highest amongst Care Workers at 39.5%.13 This 

high turnover rate is particularly concerning in light of the shortages being experienced in 

the sector (there are currently over 100,000 vacancies in the social care sector overall) 

as well as the aging population and the increasingly complex needs of patients within 

this sector. The number of adult social care jobs in England are projected to rise by 

800,000 by 2035 in order to respond and support the population aged 75 and over.14  

 

3. Whether Nursing Support Workers should be listed on the SOL 

 

- The above data shows that there are significant workforce shortages for nursing support 
roles across the health and care sector. Whilst shortages are more acute in certain 
sectors and staff groups, due to the significant limitations and gaps in the data available 
we believe that there is a strong reason for all nursing and care support roles to be listed 
on the SOL.  
 

- Furthermore, as proposals stand the only way to recruit internationally into RQF3-5 
professions will be if they are in shortage and listed on the SOL. It is therefore our 
position that irrespective of shortages, there are important and necessary reasons why 
the ability to recruit internationally into these staff groups must be maintained.  
  

 

 

 

 
12 RCN Submission to the NHS Pay Review 2020-21: https://www.rcn.org.uk/professional-development/publications/pub-
009047 
13 Skills for Care, The state of adult social care and workforce in England 2019. Available at: 
https://www.skillsforcare.org.uk/adult-social-care-workforce-data/Workforce-intelligence/publications/national-
information/The-state-of-the-adult-social-care-sector-and-workforce-in-England.aspx  
14 Skills for Care, The state of adult social care and workforce in England 2019. Available at: Skills for Care, The state of the 

adult social care sector and workforce in England 
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- Whilst it is not the responsibility of the MAC to determine the direction of Government’s 

migratory policy, implementation of the future immigration system is fast approaching 

which provides no route to recruitment into social care. It is therefore imperative that the 

MAC meaningfully engage with these issues and consider alternative ways to enable 

recruitment for these lower paid but highly important roles. One possible solution would 

be for the SOL to be expanded to encompass all professions in shortage, irrespective of 

whether they meet arbitrary qualification levels or salary thresholds.  

Minimum salary thresholds  

- The RCN maintain the position that the immigration system must move completely away 

from its current focus on minimum salary thresholds. It must focus on need, without 

giving temporary exemptions to some occupations and missing others.  

 

- If there must be salary thresholds, the RCN expect health and care professionals within 

the RQF3-5 bracket to be exempt from the general salary threshold, whose salaries must 

instead meet the minimums in the national NHS agenda for pay scales. This solution 

would enable professionals employed by the NHS to enter into the UK without relying on 

being listed on the SOL. Whilst we recognise that this measure does not necessarily 

provide a solution for recruitment into the independent or social care sector, it is our view 

that it is better to maintain at least one route to migration than to close it off completely. 

This could also act as an incentive/encourage independent employers to raise salaries to 

at least the equivalent of the NHS in order to continue recruiting from overseas.  

Jobs of high public value 

- There is clearly a tension between professions of value/in need, and those ‘in shortage’. 

All health and care staff including support workers deliver a public service that the whole 

UK population will need at some point in their lives. Though their contribution and 

importance has been brought to the fore during this emergency, they are and always 

have been key workers.  

 

- Their public value should be recognised in the immigration system, or alternately, in an 

accompanying ‘priority’ list to facilitate recruitment into these roles. This could be 

achieved by awarding additional points or allowing the recruitment of occupations that 

provide ‘high public value’, which would include roles in social care and which could be 

defined as occupations delivering services where the Government and Local Authorities 

have a responsibility to deliver a national service to the public. 

 
We hope that the information provided in this response will assist the MAC in its 
understanding of the nuanced issues and needs across the health and social care sector 
in each of the four countries of the UK and that this will help inform the commissioned 
report. The RCN would be happy to provide any additional information and data which 
the MAC may need. Please contact us at our Policy and Public Affairs UK Intl Inbox: 
papa.ukintl@rcn.org.uk  
 

Royal College of Nursing  

Policy and Public Affairs (UK & International)  

June 2020
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enormous increases in Government funding for the commissioning of services, and in the 

current context of an economic recession, it is simply unrealistic in the immediate term. 
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