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Fund our future nurses
Cost effective options to support nursing students and 
grow the nursing workforce in England

We need action now.
#FundOurFuture
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1. Foreword
A government of any colour can pride itself on 
taking difficult decisions in what it sees as the 
public interest. The real test of their strength 
and leadership is how they respond when faced 
with clear evidence that, rather than remedy the 
problem, they’ve added to it. The reticence they 
may feel is a luxury the public can ill-afford.

Perhaps to the genuine surprise of Ministers, 
the number of nursing students in education in 
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3. Executive Summary
Being a nurse is a hugely rewarding profession. 
But there are too many people in England who 
are stopped from joining this incredible career 
- just when we need them the most. And for 
those who do make this choice, we are making it 
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4. How this nursing supply crisis 
came about
The health and care system has been working 
without a national workforce strategy, without  
the data needed to produce one, for too long.This 
has not been resolved, by successive governments 
or system leaders creating a historic workforce 
planning problem in England. 

Previously, the national budget for nursing higher 
education and clinical placements was based 
on the number of nurses NHS providers said 
they wanted to employ. This meant the supply of 
registered nurses was never based on the actual 
number needed to provide safe and effective care 
for the population of England.8

In ʱʯʰʵ/ʰʶ HM Treasury allocated Ãʰ.ʷ billion 
for health care workforce, under this system. 
This included the nursing bursary to cover 
tuition fees and day to day living costs during 
clinical placements. This bursary provided:

• a non-means-tested tuition fee grant of up 
to £9,000 per year;

• a non-means-tested maintenance 
grant of £1,000 per year (paid in monthly 
instalments);

• a means-tested maintenance grant of up 
to £3,191 per year

At that time, students were also able to access 
means-tested reduced rate maintenance loans.  

Alongside the support for students, there were 
also payments to NHS organisations to fund the 
provision of clinical placements9.

Under this system, the financial envelope drove 
national workforce planning, so that political 
decisions about how much to fund the supply 

of nurses coming through higher education 
were not linked to what patients and the wider 
population actually needed for their care. Because 
of pervasive failure to get to grips with just how 
many nurses were needed, the health and care 
system in England became disproportionately 
reliant on the international workforce. Across 
the UK, 15% of nurses and midwives came from 
overseas (ʴ% from the EU and ʰʯ% from outside 
the EU).10 They contribute hugely to the richness 
and diversity of our profession and affirm the 
global mobility of nurses as a workforce. However, 
this over-reliance has long been a sticking plaster 
for a lack of growth in the domestic workforce. 

In ʱʯʰ ,ʁ Government removed nursing bursaries 
in England and grants for living costs, directing 
these ósavingsô into NHS delivery. This was 
positioned as introducing a financially sustainable 
funding system, attached to the promise that the 
number of nursing students would grow under a 
market-led model. 

In fact, applications have fallen by 32% since the 
announcement of the bursary removal in ʱʯʰʵ.11 



9

now to support today’s nursing students, arresting 
the drop in applications, improving student 
welfare, reducing attrition and increasing retention 
in service. The choice is crystal clear.

Nursing students aren’t like other students. A 
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6. Investment in nursing 
higher education 
The Department of Health and Social Care 
(DHSC) should assume permanent, explicit and 
overarching strategic responsibility for the future 
nursing and wider healthcare workforce leading 
to targeted demand and supply side interventions 
wherever these are required to ensure supply. 
This should be underpinned by widely available 
data on applications and student numbers across 
all healthcare professions.

We believe that the Government should be aiming 
for an increase of at least 50% more students 
starting each year after five years of investment. 
This would mean that nearly ʱʳ,ʯʯʯ additional 
students would have started on nursing courses 
over this period and would put Government on 
track to halving the workforce gap in the short to 
medium term while also supporting international 
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• It is not easy to predict once people have 
qualified how many will work in public 
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• Saving made on parallel reduction bank 
and agency staff, likely to be a minimum of 
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