


NURSING WORKFORCE SHORTAGES IN ENGLAND: 21 MISSED WARNINGS

2

Introduction
In a heavily fragmented health and care system, as we have in England, the UK 
Government must ultimately be accountable for ensuring workforce planning to enable 
safe and effective staffing levels. Health and care service staffing levels have significant 
implications for patients’ safety, experience and outcomes. Studies have shown that 
too few nursing staff can lead to higher instances of missed care, increased patient 
mortality and longer hospital stays.1

The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed the fragilities 
within our health and care services. Nurses and 
nursing support staff have been on the frontline, 
supporting patients and their families throughout 
the deadly pandemic. The UK government has 
failed to heed the multiple warnings about 
workforce planning by multiple organisations in 
the years before the pandemic hit. Due the scale 
of workforce insufficiency for the delivery of safe 
and effective care, it was necessary to have to 
execute emergency powers to enable the regulator 
to register retired nurses, and to deploy nursing 
students. Nursing staff and patients have borne the 
brunt of Government inaction.

In recent years, the strength of voices speaking out about the inadequacy of health and 
care workforce planning in England has increased. A diverse range of stakeholders, 
from independent thinktanks to professional bodies and trade unions, continue to 
highlight the impact that a lack of workforce strategy, poor workforce planning and 
the poor funding for health and care services is having on staffing levels and patient 
safety. Despite the consistency of these warnings, the UK government is yet to act 
substantively, despite well documented workforce shortages, leaving immediate and 
longer-term patient care at significant risk. 

We – along with all the other organisations cited here – have called repeatedly on the 
government to take meaningful action to address workforce planning. The government’s 
Health and Care Bill presents the clear opportunity to introduce provisions for workforce 
planning. As it passes through parliament, we urge government to amend the Bill to 
ensure that in future England has robust, independent projections of the health and care 
staff the country will need, to underpin fully funded workforce planning. We, the RCN, 
must be recognised for our role in setting standards as the professional nursing body in 
the UK.

We set out here just how often - in the past five years alone - the UK government has 
been warned by relevant cross-party parliamentary groups, health think tanks, trade 
unions and other influential health sector organisations, about the growing scale of 
the nursing workforce shortage, within the context of growing population needs. We 
have included publications from wider independent organisations to demonstrate the 
strength of support. Our own publications can be accessed here.

“The government’s 
Health and Care 
Bill presents the 

clear opportunity 
to introduce 
provisions 

for workforce 
planning.”

https://www.rcn.org.uk/library/subject-guides/staffing-for-safe-and-effective-care
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2016
March
The Health Foundation released a report examining whether the workforce was fit for 
purpose, assessing all the components and bodies of the NHS workforce in England. 
They conclude that “the solution to the workforce system’s structural problems is not to 
seek wholesale reorganisation, but to improve opportunistically, and to introduce better 
strategic coordination”.2

July
The Health Foundation looked at the profile and features of the NHS workforce in 
England, including:

• health labour market trends

• relevant international data and comparisons from other countries

• a series of specific ‘pressure points’. 

The report concludes that the greatest threats to the delivery of the NHS’s Five Year 
Forward View are funding constraints and workforce shortages.3

2017
October
The Health Foundation released 

https://www.health.org.uk/publications/fit-for-purpose
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/fit-for-purpose
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/staffing-matters-funding-counts
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/staffing-matters-funding-counts
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/rising-pressure-the-nhs-workforce-challenge
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/rising-pressure-the-nhs-workforce-challenge


https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmhealth/353/353.pdf
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/the-health-care-workforce-in-england
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/the-health-care-workforce-in-england
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/the-health-care-workforce-in-england
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-06/closing-the-gap-full-report-2019.pdf
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-06/closing-the-gap-full-report-2019.pdf
https://www.nhsconfed.org/publications/defining-role-integrated-care-systems-workforce-development


https://www.longtermplan.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Interim-NHS-People-Plan_June2019.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201719/ldselect/ldeconaf/392/392.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201719/ldselect/ldeconaf/392/392.pdf
https://www.health.org.uk/sites/default/files/upload/publications/2019/S05_Falling%20short_The%20NHS%20workforce%20challenge.pdf
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March
The National Audit Office reported on the delayed NHS People Plan, particularly looking 
at challenges such as the scale of nursing workforce shortages. In this report, they 
warned that 

https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/The-NHS-nursing-workforce.pdf
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/1779/documents/17455/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/1779/documents/17455/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/2675/documents/26512/default/
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/publications/courage-compassion-supporting-nurses-midwives
https://www.nhsconfed.org/publications/creating-workforce-future


https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/3120/documents/29193/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/3120/documents/29193/default/
https://www.bma.org.uk/media/3430/bma-consultants-retention-paper.pdf
https://www.bma.org.uk/media/3430/bma-consultants-retention-paper.pdf
https://www.healthwatch.co.uk/sites/healthwatch.co.uk/files/20201026%20Peoples%20experiences%20of%20leaving%20hospital%20during%20COVID-19_0.pdf
https://www.healthwatch.co.uk/sites/healthwatch.co.uk/files/20201026%20Peoples%20experiences%20of%20leaving%20hospital%20during%20COVID-19_0.pdf
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/reports/building-the-nhs-nursing-workforce-in-england


ROYAL COLLEGE OF NURSING

9

References
1  The Health Foundation (2017) Rising Pressure: The NHS Workforce Challenge p.6. Available at 

https://www.health.org.uk/publications/rising-pressure-the-nhs-workforce-challenge  
(Accessed 8 July 2021)

2  The Health Foundation (2016) Fit for Purpose? Workforce Policy in the English NHS p.2. Available at 
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/fit-for-purpose (Accessed 8 July 2021)

3  The Health Foundation (2016) Staffing Matters; Funding Counts. Available at  
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/staffing-matters-funding-counts (Accessed 8 July 2021)

4  The Health Foundation (2017) Rising Pressure: The NHS Workforce Challenge p.6. Available at 
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/rising-pressure-the-nhs-workforce-challenge  
(Accessed 8 July 2021)

5  Health Select Committee (2018) The Nursing Workforce. Available at https://publications.
parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmhealth/353/35303.htm (Accessed 8 July 2021)

6  The Health Foundation, The King’s Fund and Nuffield Trust (2018) The Health Care Workforce in 
England: Make or Break? p.2. Available at https://www.health.org.uk/publications/the-health-care-
workforce-in-england (Accessed 8 July 2021)

7

https://www.health.org.uk/publications/rising-pressure-the-nhs-workforce-challenge
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/fit-for-purpose
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/staffing-matters-funding-counts
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/rising-pressure-the-nhs-workforce-challenge
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmhealth/353/35303.htm
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmhealth/353/35303.htm
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/the-health-care-workforce-in-england
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/the-health-care-workforce-in-england
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/the-health-care-workforce-in-england
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/the-health-care-workforce-in-england
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-06/closing-the-gap-full-report-2019.pdf
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-06/closing-the-gap-full-report-2019.pdf
https://www.nhsconfed.org/sites/ default/files/media/Defining%20the%20role%20of%20integrated%20care%20systems%20in%20workforce%20development_0.pdf
https://www.hsj.co.uk/download?ac=3040899
https://www.hsj.co.uk/download?ac=3040899
https://www.longtermplan.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Interim-NHS-People-Plan_June2019.pdf
https://www.longtermplan.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Interim-NHS-People-Plan_June2019.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201719/ldselect/ldeconaf/392/392.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201719/ldselect/ldeconaf/392/392.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/The-NHS-nursing-workforce.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/The-NHS-nursing-workforce.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/The-NHS-nursing-workforce.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/The-NHS-nursing-workforce.pdf
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/1779/documents/17455/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/1779/documents/17455/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/1779/documents/17455/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/1779/documents/17455/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/2675/documents/26512/default/


10

(Accessed 8 July 2021)

18  House of Commons Public Accounts Committee (2020) NHS Nursing Workforce p.5.  
Available at https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/2675/documents/26512/default/ 
(Accessed 8 July 2021)

19  

https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/2675/documents/26512/default/
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/sites/default/files/2020-09/The%20courage%20of%20compassion%20full%20report_0.pdf
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/sites/default/files/2020-09/The%20courage%20of%20compassion%20full%20report_0.pdf
https://www.nhsconfed.org/sites/default/files/media/Creating-the-workforce-of-the-future_4.pdf
https://www.nhsconfed.org/sites/default/files/media/Creating-the-workforce-of-the-future_4.pdf
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/3120/documents/29193/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/3120/documents/29193/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/3120/documents/29193/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/3120/documents/29193/default/
https://www.bma.org.uk/media/3429/bma-consultant-workforce-shortages-and-solutions-oct-2020.pdf
https://www.bma.org.uk/media/3429/bma-consultant-workforce-shortages-and-solutions-oct-2020.pdf
https://www.healthwatch.co.uk/sites/healthwatch.co.uk/files/20201026%20Peoples%20experiences%20of%20leaving%20hospital%20during%20COVID-19_0.pdf
https://www.healthwatch.co.uk/sites/healthwatch.co.uk/files/20201026%20Peoples%20experiences%20of%20leaving%20hospital%20during%20COVID-19_0.pdf
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/reports/building-the-nhs-nursing-workforce-in-england
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/working-together-to-improve-health-and-social-care-for-all
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/working-together-to-improve-health-and-social-care-for-all
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/5827/documents/67112/default/
https://houseofcommons.shorthandstories.com/health-and-care-staff-burnout/index.html
https://houseofcommons.shorthandstories.com/health-and-care-staff-burnout/index.html
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/6158/documents/68766/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/6158/documents/68766/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/6158/documents/68766/default/
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/6158/documents/68766/default/


ROYAL COLLEGE OF NURSING



http://rcn.org.uk

