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Throughout history, and across the world, the 
nursing profession has spoken out for patient 
and public protection and safety.  The voices 
of nursing staff belong in all conversations 
and decisions, locally and nationally, about 
patient care. The significant nursing shortage in 
England ï ʰʱ% vacancy rate in the NHS without 
counting social care, public health or primary 
care ï means inadequate staffing levels across 
all settings. With an over-reliance on temporary 
staff filling gaps, we know that that the shortage 
is putting patients at risk and pushing nurses 
to leave the profession they love due to the 
pressures they face. 

We also know that the long standing and 
significant issues for nursing supply and planning 
in England have not yet been resolved, nor long 
term solutions identified. This is in part due to 
the complexity and fragmentation of the devolved 
health and care system. The risk to patients’ 
safety is unacceptable and we are standing up 
to say that they deserve better. We are reaching 
out to the public to join us through a public 
advertising campaign, which we launched on 
Patient Safety Day (ʰʶth September). While we 
deeply appreciate and value all the contributions 
of our colleagues from overseas, it is not 
sustainable to be reliant upon other countries 
above growing domestic supply. The pace and 
scale of growth needed to meet the needs of 
the population is significant. It is essential that 
everyone with a role to play is clear about their 
responsibilities, and what is in their gift to do for 
the short and long term. 

The NHS has recognised that workforce roles  
and responsibilities need to be reviewed, and 
that government is best placed to lead this.  

Our members know that protecting the rights of 
patients requires legal duties for all contributors 
to workforce supply and planning to be set 
out in legislation. There are opportunities for 
government to take this forward. The question 
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Executive summary
Despite government rhetoric that there are 
‘more nurses than ever before’, we know that 
growth of the workforce is not keeping pace with 
demand for health and care services. In the last 
year alone for every extra NHS nurse employed 
there have been an extra 217 admissions1. This 
is simply unsustainable, and our members have 
been clear about the impact on their patients, 
and the risks of an unresolved shortage.
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Introduction
While the health and care workforce gap is 
growing, patient need for care continues to 
rise. It will take some years to start closing the 
workforce gap, yet patients need care and nursing 
staff need support now. In England this gap now 
stands at over 100,000 vacancies across all the 
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Despite a small (r %) increase in acceptances on 
A-level results day in 2019 compared to 2018, 
the overall number of acceptances is 8% lower 
than it was in 2016, the final year of the bursary 
in England12. The RCN is clear that there is a 
need for at least £1bn additional extra funding 
every year to incentivise a significant increase 
in the number of people studying nursing and 
to support them while they study and for a 
large increase in workforce development for 
nurses currently in the workforce, along with an 
expansion in clinical placements13. This will lead 
to an increase in the numbers of new registered 
nurses entering the workforce and begin to 
reduce the scale of the shortages. 

The Government has set out an ambitious 
agenda for the health and care service, with a 
particular emphasis on care and support in the 
community. Within the NHS Long Term Plan it 
was acknowledged that transformation requires 
investment in order to deliver an existing 
service whilst also developing the community 
service offer. The same principles for investment 
in service transformation should apply to 
workforce supply and planning to deliver 
the transformed service. There is currently 
a lack of clarity on the accountabilities, roles 
and responsibilities for workforce supply and 
planning for all those with a role to play in 
contributing, in Government and throughout 
the health and care system. This should take 
the form of clear legal duties and powers which 
embed workforce planning into service design 
and finance planning. Securing this clarity 
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roles and responsibilities, where this is currently 
ill-defined. This is not therefore embedded in 
practice or future-proofed. Approaches in which 
there is accountable decision making related to 
workforce need to be strengthened and codified 
in law to ensure that they are hardwired in for 
future system leaders, as well as addressing gaps.

The Long Term Plan needs the right number of 
health and care staff in the right place at the  
right time. It makes sense to clarify 
accountability for workforce alongside 
accountabilities for other aspects of local and 
national service design and planning. 

There is a clear opportunity for the Government 
to address these issues, substantially, in 
full, and to future-proof our health and care 
system once and for all. Leaders within the 
NHS have proposed an NHS Integrated Care 
Bill 16. Accountability for workforce supply, 
recruitment, retention and remuneration – 
within Government, and throughout agencies 
nationally, and organisations locally – should 
be core to this update. 

Law alone is not the answer, but as with all 
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While there are major issues with nearly all 
aspects of workforce in health and care services, 
the system has stated that the most urgent 
challenge is the shortage of nurses17. In the 
NHS in England alone there are now ʳʲ,ʵʰʶ 
vacant posts for what is already funded and 
in place - the full ‘establishment’ of around 
ʲʴʵ,ʯʯʯ registered nurse roles employed by NHS 
providers18. This vacancy figure has increased 
by more than ʰʯ% from the previous quarter. In 
social care settings the picture is similar: 20% of 
registered nurse posts have been lost since 2012, 
and the vacancy rate is around 10%19.

As an example, some parts of the nursing 
workforce have shrunk at an alarming rate since 
2010 - numbers of district nurses providing 
working for NHS trusts in the community are 
down by 40%20. This is despite being pivotal to 
delivering the expansion in community NHS 
services set out in the NHS Long Term Plan.

The July ʱʯʰʸ NHS Patient Safety strategy 
acknowledges the risk which understaffing can 
have to ensuring patient safety21. It is clear that 
there cannot be safe and effective care without 
the right numbers of nursing staff with the right 
skills, in the right place at the right time. All the 
necessary steps for transparency and scrutiny 
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There is a wide range of academic evidence that 
staffing levels are linked with the safety and 
effectiveness of their care and their outcomes. 
This is true in all settings, since insufficient 
staffing can result in missed care29. This issue is 
one which the public clearly recognise and care 
about. When surveyed in 2019, 71% of members 
of the public had the view that “there are too few 
nurses to provide safe care to patients”30. 28% of 
the public were concerned that they would not 
get the care that was required when needed, and 
16% were concerned the care might not be of a 
safe standard31.

Despite the fact that national agencies, regional 
bodies and local providers consistently raise the 
impact of shortages, there is no centralised, visible 
or transparent monitoring by Government or 
coordination across the health and care system to 
allow for vital scrutiny into the workforce crisis. 

Other parts of the UK have identified the need to 
do exactly this. In Northern Ireland, the Delivering 
Care
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Many of the decisions about the health service 
in England are implemented by ‘Arm’s length 
bodiesô such as NHS England (NHSE) and 
Health Education England (HEE). There are 
issues with lack of clarity and structural barriers 
between these bodies. In recent months, there 
have been practical shifts which have been 
undertaken to align the work of the national 
bodies, such as collaboration on developing the 

interim NHS People Plan, and the Governmentôs 
mandate for 2019/20 to HEE which is aligned 
to that of NHSE45. However, mandates are only 
a mechanism to describe the activities which a 
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for public health and social care, including 
provision for the public health and social care 
workforces, for workforce growth now and in 
the future.

HM Treasury can:

• ensure that the NHS People Plan is a fully 
costed, fully funded workforce strategy 
which reconciles workforce supply, 
recruitment, retention and remuneration 
with population need for primary care, 
public health social care services, and with 
government ambitions.

The Secretary of State for Health and 
Social Care can:

• publish a green paper setting out the options 
for securing sustainable funding for social 
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The Interim NHS People Plan recognises and states that national action 
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We are calling for a legal framework of accountability for workforce 
planning and supply which covers all publicly funded health and care 
services. This includes social care and public health. This will also 
include the independent sector when they are providing publicly funded 
health and care services. 

The supply of health and care staff into the system is not divided into 
NHS, social care and public health; there is just one supply line feeding 

all parts of the health and care system. People are likely to move between settings 
and sectors throughout their careers, and as services become increasingly integrated. 
Therefore, this framework needs to cover all parts of the system. This would ensure 
that determinations about how many health and care staff are required are based upon 
a robust assessment of need for all parts of the system, not just the NHS. Likewise, 
reporting on workforce shortages and gaps in particular areas should feed into 
adjustments made to the supply line.  
 

Clear legal duties in law will help prevent future workforce crises from 
arising. There are also things needed now to resolve the workforce crisis  
we are currently in.

A fully costed and funded national workforce strategy for health and care is 
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On average, the respondents with less than half of their planned registered nurses worked 23 minutes 
more additional time on that shift than their colleagues who had all the registered nurses they 
planned for. Regularly working overtime can contribute to nursing staff experiencing fatigue, which 
could lead to an increased chance of errors79. It also means that the breaks which staff are getting 
between shifts are reduced, so staff don’t have as much time to recover. This will also impact upon 
nursing staff with caring responsibilities whose work-life balance is regularly disrupted by overtime. 
There was also a slightly higher chance of respondents who had all of their planned registered nurses 
reporting that they were paid for their additional time (ʰʱ% were paid) in comparison to those with 
less than half their planned registered nurses (ʶ% were paid). 
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