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Care England's Workforce Sense Check Survey 

Key Findings 

 

Care England is the largest and most diverse representative body for independent care services in 

England. Our workforce is our most precious resource, without which the social care sector cannot 

function.  In response to the current recruitment and retention challenges care providers face, Care 

England has worked with members to understand what problems still persist within the sector, 

particularly as Winter approaches. The survey ran for one week between 29.09.21 and 07.10.21 and 

was completed by circa 80 Care England members. These members varied in size, with 48% of 

respondents having between 1-5 homes within their portfolio, as well as the care delivered with 

respondents providing care across residential, domiciliary and supported living settings to older 

people, those with long-term conditions, learning disabilities, autism and mental health problems. 

Below are the key findings, along with proposed solutions that look to ease the workforce challenges 

that providers currently face.  

1. The vast majority (96%) of Care England members have reported that a workforce 

shortage is their primary concern in Winter.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is not surprising that providers feel the current crisis is their main concern this Winter. 

Over the past months, Care England has received an enormity of feedback, and in turn 

feedback around the growing workforce crisis that has been unfolding right now. Feedback 

has been evidenced to the Department of Health and Social Care continuously. 

 

The DHSC must urgently act upon the pressures highlighted within this report, as well as 

those highlighted consistently over the prior months. Evidence has indicated that the  
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unaddressed workforce pressures are only going to continue to grow. It is now contingent 

upon the DHSC to act meaningfully to ensure the future sustainability of the sector.  

 

Statements from our membership include 'the final nail in the coffin,' or a 'perfect storm,' 

when referring to the list of unprecedented challenges that providers are facing. Perhaps 

concerningly, many of these challenges have been catalysed by centrally imposed policy, 

including vaccination as a condition of deployment which was introduced without any 

central resources. Other areas that have impacted the workforce difficulties include Brexit 

and competition with other sectors, with the latter resulting in staff leaving their role for a 

higher wage but less fulfilling role. Well before the pandemic, Care England repeatedly 

called for care workers to be added to the shortage occupation list and for measures to be 

put in place that offer staff discounts and rewards or better pay. 

 

2. Over 55% of Care England members have a higher vacancy rate than 10%, with 17% noting 

a rate of 20%. 

 

Before the pandemic, the average vacancy rate across the sector was 7.2%, this has now 

increased by 3%. This increase represents just over 3,000 people and 120,000 care hours per 

week, based on 40 hours of work in a seven-day period.  

 

It is highly concerning that despite such a high vacancy rate amongst Care England members, 

central government have thus far remained largely mute to our concerns. Most recently, the 

HGV and retail sector received significant aid and attention over their shortage in workers, 

whilst care has continued to be overlooked. For high-quality care to be delivered, the sector 

requires a well-resourced workforce; without it, the NHS will suffer. Hospital beds that 

should be being used to reduce the NHS backlog will be taken up by vulnerable people who, 

under normal circumstances, would be correctly and comfortably supported at a care home, 

or in their own home. The NHS and social care are two sides of the same coin.  

 

By working with Care England and listening to the countless proposals presented, the DHSC 

can avoid this increasingly challenging reality. We all want people to receive the proper care, 

but this will be impossible without the right workforce.  
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3. 69% of Care England members believe that the workforce crisis is impacting the quality of 

care. 

 
 

As highlighted in the previous point, the care workforce is overstretched and thus limits the 

quality of care delivered. One contributing factor is staff feeling burned out. Wellbeing is 

crucial within a workforce; it helps keep staff motivated and improves the overall quality of 

work. The reality for the adult social care sector is that due to the workforce's dwindling 

numbers, staff are less likely to deliver the same quality of care. 

 

Wellbeing measures are needed to be put in place to help support current staff throughout 

this Winter period. Support can be in the form of a free helpline or a centrally funded 

additional one-off annual leave increase, allowing care workers to take a well-deserved rest. 

To help demonstrate the value that we have for the workforce, Care England has repeatedly 

called for the Government to follow the devolved administration bonus policy and 

implement a similar reward scheme as Wales and Scotland did (£500 bonus). Some LAs and 

CCGs have already done so, through vouchers or discounts etc., however, it is inconsistent. A 

national bonus scheme will demonstrate to the workforce that the Government recognises 

and appreciates the hard work and sacrifice over the past two years. 

 

In regards to the delivery of care, a shortage of care staff will lead to an increase in hospital 

beds being taken up by would-be care service users, thus increasing the strain on the NHS. 

The health service is too going through a workforce crisis, and Care England wants to work 

with our NHS colleagues to ensure that neither sector feels overburdened.  

 

4. Over 88% of Care England members are struggling to retain staff members at present. 

 

According to Skills for Care data, the care sector employee turnover rate currently sits at 

around 28.5%, almost double that of the 15% UK industry average. In their 2020/21 report, 

Skills for Care noted that care providers are showing a higher reliance on all agency roles 

(2%), with an increase of 1% from their 2019/2020 report (1%). Care England members have 

noted that it is also becoming more difficult to hire agency due to not knowing their 

vaccination status or due to their increase in cost. As highlighted throughout this document 

there are several factors that are contributing to the high vacancy rate. Prior to covid, the 

following impacted social care turnover: 
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• Lower pay rates than other sectors 

• Easier hours and better working conditions in other sectors 

• Public perception of care homes 

• Disparity with the NHS such as FNC  

These issues have been further emphasised by the pandemic, but covid has created further 

retention problems for providers: 

• VCOD and the wider consultation 

• Admin burden through the Capacity Tracker and Infection Control Fund 

• Burnout  

• Access to travel (staff movement restrictions)  

 

A high turnover rate leads to the increased use of agency staff by care home providers which 

has, in turn, increased the demand and cost of agency staff. For specialist care providers, 

such as those providing care for individuals with a learning disability, this presents enormous 

difficulties. Specialist care services are able to deliver the high-quality care necessary to 

meet the needs of the individuals they support as a result of the high-quality staff they 

recruit and retain. These staff members are integral in enabling a wide variety of individuals, 

with very challenging needs, to enjoy a rich and fulfilling life. Crucially, most residents work 

with a small and consistent group of staff, enabling trust and confidence to develop. Agency 

staff, no matter how good, are not replacements for known members of the team, because 

the key to providing safe and fulfilling care to those with specialist needs is familiarity and 

trust. 

 

Retention of staff is important as it will lead to a more qualified workforce. As demonstrated 

throughout this document, Care England has highlighted several policies the DHSC could 

implement to improve staff retention, from better pay to wellbeing measures. Further 

policies could include: 

 

• A ten-year plan for social care, putting it on equal footing with the NHS. 

• Extension of the self-certification period, so that it does not expire on Christmas Eve. 

• A public awareness campaign, that demonstrates the diversity and complexity of the 

sector. 

• Integrating technologies/software to reduce the burden of data collection. 

• Ease the staff movement policy, so care staff can freely travel between a company’s 

settings, thus reducing the use of agency.  

 

5. 96% of Care England members see this period as the most difficult time it has ever been to 

recruit, with 88% believing this to be the hardest time to retain staff. 

 

Since the pandemic began, members have experienced greater struggles than before to fill 

vacancies. 100% of providers who participated in the workforce survey, declared that they 

were struggling to recruit.  

 

With national vacancies reaching over one million, it is not surprising to see workers leave 

for other sectors where they can get paid more. Skills for Care data demonstrates that this 

has been an issue pre-covid. From 2018/19 there was a 30.8% turnover rate for all job roles  
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within the sector. Although this has decreased to 28.5% (2020/21), Skills for Care note that 

staff and registered managers are burnt out from the pandemic and could leave the sector.  

 

With VCOD coming into force November 11 and the self-certification exemption ending on 

December 24, more care staff will be leaving the sector. The DHSC must recognise that an 

increase in vacancies will lead to providers being unable to accept service users, thus 

increasing their take up of acute beds, further adding numbers to the backlog and straining 

the NHS. Care England understand that its members are already no longer accepting 

admissions from hospitals, which will only increase as Winter approaches. Care England 

wants to work with DHSC and the NHS to prevent such a catastrophe from occurring.  

 

Another challenge for providers who want to recruit new staff quickly is the right to work 

and DBS checks. While these important measures ensure that the right staff look after those 

most in need of care, the time taken to process these checks put care providers two-steps 

behind other sectors who do not need to be as thorough in their cross-examination of 

potential new starters. To resolve this problem, Care England has advocated for making the 

DBS permanently free for care workers, throughout Winter, and reducing the time taken to 

process these checks. We are calling for pragmatic measures that do not compromise safety. 

 

6. Over 98% of Care England members have the most vacancies in direct care roles.  

 

 
As the graph clearly demonstrates, frontline care roles are in high demand. Care England 

members also reported that they are also struggling to recruit management roles (11%), 

regulated professional roles (15%) and ancillary roles (17%). Skills for Care data concurs with 

the turbulent figures that are presented here. While registered managers turnover rates 

have decreased since before the pandemic (22% in 2018/19 to 20.7% in 2020/21), it reached 

an unprecedented 25% (2019/21) right before the second wave. A high turnover rate in 

managers will lead to an inconsistency in leadership, thus limiting the workforce's potential.  

 

The DHSC needs to provide further support to providers so that job vacancies can look more 

appealing, this needs to be done immediately with a hard-hitting campaign.  
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Skills for Care data highlights that 6.8% of roles were vacant in 2020/21, equivalent to 

105,000 vacancies being advertised on an average day, based on 40 hours of work. Further 

to this, the increase in the vacancy rate, at the same time as jobs decreasing, points towards 

a supply and demand mismatch, with employers unable to find staff to meet the demand for 

services.  

Conclusion 

At a time when adult social care providers need clear direction and leadership, the sector feels lost 

and abandoned by central government. This workforce survey confirms that all providers are feeling 

the burden of workforce pressures. Although not a national picture, Care England represents 25% of 

care beds within the sector. Without a doubt, when the Capacity Tracker workforce data is 

published, it too will concur with the findings presented here. Time is running out for the sector, 

however, the DHSC can still implement measures to prevent a workforce disaster within adult social 

care and broader healthcare. Care England encourages the DHSC to work with us to ensure the care 

sector's workforce receives the correct and fair treatment it deserves.  

 

Louis Holmes 

Senior Policy Officer 

lholmes@careengland.org.uk  

20 October 2021 
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