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Introduction 
Challenges in the recruitment and retention of care workers is a long-standing issue [1]. However, 

these challenges have worsened during the Covid-19 pandemic. In October 2021, there was an 

average staff vacancy rate of 17% [2], and in November 2021, care homes feared they would lose 

around 8% of their care home staff as a direct result of the policy of vaccination being a condition of 

deployment in care homes [3]. This has profound impacts, not only on those in care homes and 

receiving care at home, but on the health service as a whole, with 33% of social care providers limiting 

or stopping admissions from hospital [2]. Therefore, this review was undertaken to identify learning 

about how to support recruitment and retention of care workers during the pandemic. 

Methods 
To identify strategies that are currently being used to support recruitment and retention of care 

workers, a Google search was undertaken, combining terms that referred to the setting or role (“social 

care”, “care worker”) and the topics of interest (recruitment, retention), and for some searches adding 

in terms that referred to the type of literature being sought (“case study”). Through this, we identified 

that research on recruitment and retention of care workers since the pandemic was already being 

published and so a search was also undertaken on Google Scholar for research published since 2020. 

This was supplemented by a review of websites recommended by an expert working in the area: Care 

England, National Care Forum, Care Forum, Care Choices, Care Workers Charity, National Association 

of Care & Support Workers, and Skills for Care. We also reviewed the websites of NHS Confederation, 

NHS Employers, and the Local Government Association.  

Inclusion criteria were reports that included recommendations and/or examples of strategies to 

recruit and retain the social care workforce. While we focused on reports published since the start of 

the pandemic, given that recruitment and retention of care workers is a long-standing challenge, we 

also included some significant reports that were published before then. A number of the documents 

included did not provide a publication date. While many of the reports identified discussed the 

problems that have led to the social care workforce crisis, we limit our discussion of these in this 

report, instead focusing on possible solutions.   

Findings 
From the Google and Google Scholar searches, 190 records were screened and 22 potentially relevant 

documents were reviewed in detail for possible inclusion. Alongside this, seven potentially relevant 

documents from the websites listed above were reviewed in detail for possible inclusion. From this, 

21 relevant documents were identified and included in this review. These included seven documents 

reporting case studies, one Government report, one report based on a survey of employers, four 

reports based on surveys of care workers, two reports based on interviews with stakeholders, one 

report based on interviews and focus groups with care workers, managers, and commissioners, and 

one based on interviews with care workers.  

It quickly became apparent that potential strategies for improving recruitment of care workers were 

closely interlinked with strategies for improving retention of care workers. Below we consider those 

strategies relevant to both, before moving on to consider specific recruitment strategies and strategies 

focused specifically on increasing retention.  
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Improving recruitment and retention 

Methods of recruitment that support retention 
When looking to recruit staff members who will stay, it is more important to recruit staff with the right 

values and behaviours than recruiting staff based on their qualifications [4]. To help assess this, people 

who need care and support and their families should be involved in the recruitment process. The 

importance of values-based recruitment was echoed in several reports [4-6], ensuring better person-

job and person-environment fit. It is also important to be clear at the outset about the realities of the 

work [4]. A way to achieve this is through inviting candidates for ‘taster shifts’.   

It has been found that making use of staff members’ networks to recruit new staff helps to attract 

like-minded people [1, 4]. This can be supported with a finding fee for introducing satisfactory new 

employees [1]. One case study reported giving a £500 finding fee [7]. However, for this to work, it is 

important that an organisation develops a reputation as a good employer [4]. 

Salary and working conditions 
There are differing opinions in the literature regarding the importance of salary for recruitment and 

retention [4, 6, 8-10]. One study reported an overarching sense that what care workers want is a fair 

rate of pay that reflects the responsibility and difficulty of the job that do [11], but relatively small 

changes in hourly rates have little impact on turnover rates [10]. That the average wage for social care 

is just 2% above the National Living Wage makes it uncompetitive not just compared to health but 

also to sectors such as retail [8]. Certainly, salaries should be above the National Living Wage [4], but 

preferable would be linking social care pay to equivalent bands of the NHS Agenda for Change contract 

and introduce meaningful pay progression in order to provide parity with NHS staff [8]. Other ways of 

improving salary that have been used are rewarding staff for tenure and performance related pay 

increases [1]. Employers should also sell other benefits, such as flexibility [4].  

Working conditions also contribute to high turnover, with a quarter of social care workers being 

employed on zero hours contracts, and therefore this also needs to be addressed [6, 8, 10]. Similarly, 

care workers are more likely to leave if they worked fewer hours [10].  

Training and career progression 
Training can act as a driver of recruitment and retention [4, 8, 9]. It is one way in which employers can 

demonstrate that they value their staff. However, it must not be a tick box exercise [4]. Instead, 

employers need to determine staff members’ individual learning and development needs and then 

determine the best way of addressing them. Learning and development needs can be identified 

through the induction process, regular structured supervision sessions, performance appraisals, 

performance development plans, and reflections on practice. In addition to formal training, training 

could be through mentoring or buddying, bespoke schemes to support staff in specific roles, and 

through apprenticeships. Continuous professional development can take the form of group learning 

and professional development time. Some organisations use the Skills for Care ‘Care Certificate’ or 

map their own training onto the Care Certificate standards [1]. There are also examples of 

organisations developing their own training programmes in areas such as dementia and end of life 

care. However, there should also be the opportunity to work towards professional qualifications [8].  

More generally, there is a need for improved training pathways, with a lack of a defined career path 

for care workers being a significant problem for recruitment and retention [8]. In Denmark there is an 

integrated training system for health and social care staff, providing degree-level qualifications. 

Training involves placements in both healthcare and social care, providing flexibility in the workforce.  
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Opportunities for career progression are also important in attracting and retaining care workers [1, 

4]. Role autonomy is also important for retention, which training can enable [9]. Some employers have 

introduced new roles which involve additional training [1]. The most common type of new role 

enabled care workers to fulfil an intermediate role between basic grade care workers and professional 

staff. In one example, senior care workers and care workers were trained to become ‘care 

practitioners’ who provided more assistance to nurses in nursing homes. Development of clinical skills 

is seen as desirable, allowing care workers to take on tasks such as administering medication and 

caring for wounds [8]. However, it is also important that care workers who are not looking for 

promotion are given opportunities to develop personally and professionally.  

In the pandemic, 44% of care workers have reported that they feel their job safety has declined [5, 

12]. This is partly due (alongside inadequacy of Personal Protective Equipment) to inadequacy of 

Covid-19 related training. As the pandemic continues, this is a training need that should be addressed. 

Valuing staff 
Feeling undervalued has been argued to be a key factor behind the high turnover and vacancy rates 

in social care [8]. Making staff feel valued can be achieved through involving them in decision making 

and celebrating their achievements [4]. Training, discussed above, and giving staff additional 

responsibilities also demonstrates the value that employers place on their staff. Such additional 

responsibilities can also contribute to a sense of career progression and increased autonomy, both 

associated with retention as described above.  

More generally, there is a need to increase the recognition of the contribution of care workers [8]. 

The pandemic, with the Department of Health and Social Care campaign ‘Care for Others. Make a 

Difference’ and the praise of care workers and acknowledgement of them as key workers, has led to 

increased public awareness and valuing of care workers, but there is a concern that this will dwindle 

over time [13].  

Examples of employers valuing staff during the pandemic include weekly ‘thank you’ messages and 

pin badges as a thank you for their efforts [14].  

Competition 
A challenge for recruitment and retention can be competition from other social care providers [4]. 

Competition with the NHS is also an issue, especially given higher rates of pay in the NHS; organisations 

can find that they invest in training care workers who then leave to work in the NHS [1]. This suggests 

the benefits of a system level approach to recruitment.    

Improving recruitment 

Role requirements 
Life experience and a willingness to learn may be more important than previous work experience [4]. 

In addition to values-based recruitment, attitudes towards COVID-19 now need to be assessed [15].  

Advertising 
The most successful channels for advertising are word of mouth and recommendations from those 

already working for the organisation [4, 13]. Other successful channels are local press, adverts in 

community venues, social media, and online advertising. It is important to make sure that websites 

are attractive and easy to use as most enquiries about work are now being made this way [1].  

Engagement with schools and colleges can encourage younger people to have a career in care [16]. 

This requires making sure that those involved in careers advice are better informed about social care 
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[1]. Similarly, efforts can be made to ensure that staff in job centres are better informed about social 

care. 

Those retiring from other caring professions may be interested in a care role before entering full 

retirement [16]. Another approach is to develop advertising material to target those who may be 

informal careers and might consider a career in care if encouraged to do so [7].  

An alternative suggestion comes from a case study where they sought to attract those who would not 

normally think of a career in care [17]. They signed up for a local careers event where other care 

providers and also employers from other sectors (e.g. the Armed Forces) would be exhibiting. 

Marketing materials were designed to ensure that they stood out from the crowd and to encourage 

discussion.   

A case study of recruitment of care workers, amongst other health and social care roles, in the 

pandemic was provided by Devon County Council, recruiting on behalf of Devon Integrated Care 

System (ICS) [18]. They offered sessions for jobseekers on CV preparation and interview skills along 

with introductory guidance on health and social care roles. This was accompanied by recruitment 

campaigns and jobs fairs. Social media directs people to the scheme’s website where health and care 

organisations in the ICS area advertise vacancies free of charge. The website also provides information 

about work placements, education and training, and staff stories.  

The Local Government Association provides several case studies of recruitment of care workers during 

the pandemic [19]. Key themes among these include and partnering with community groups, partner 

organisations, and education providers and using media that is designed to improve the image of the 

sector. In Southport, the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP), Crosby training and Community 

Integrated Care partnered to recruit candidates. DWP screened for previous experience, DBS and 

equipment needs, while Crosby training screened for motivation and values. Zoom was used to 

provide training to candidates, including interview preparation. One-to-one action planning sessions 

also supported candidates in preparing for interviews.  

In planning recruitment campaigns, it is necessary to consider the negative publicity that care work 

has received during the pandemic, with increased public awareness of the risks and challenges that 

care workers face and the low rates of pay. Given this, it is recommended that recruitment campaigns 

focus on the potentially rewarding nature of the job [13].  

Agency workers 
The practice of recruiting care workers from temporary employment agencies is longstanding [1]. It 

can offer the advantage of flexibility for both employers and care workers. However, tensions can 

arise when agency workers outnumber permanent staff, suggesting that where possible it is 

preferable to keep use of agency staff as occasional.  

Volunteers 
It is considered that there is more scope for volunteering as a way of increasing the social care 

workforce but at the same time an acknowledgement that volunteering is typically only one part of 

an individual’s life and such individuals would not necessarily be able to provide significant amounts 

of time [1]. Training and supervision need to be provided and, even with these, there are many 

activities undertaken by care workers that are not considered suitable for volunteers to undertake. 

Thus, volunteers should be seen as complementary to the paid workforce, rather than a substitute for 

it. However, volunteering in social care could provide a route back into paid employment for those 
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who have experienced redundancy or after a career break, and could be a means for young people to 

build up work experience.  

During the pandemic, Hertfordshire County Council have recruited volunteers to undertake non-care 

frontline tasks, including befriending services, collecting prescriptions and shopping, housekeeping 

and gardening duties, and supporting activities teams in care homes [19]. Gateshead Council, through 

the North East and North Cumbria ICS, recruited medical students who had initially come forward to 

volunteer in healthcare settings. They established a ‘clinical associate’ role which sought to 

consolidate all the clinical requirements for social care workers in care settings, freeing social care 

workers to focus on hands-on care.     

Overcoming barriers to care work 
Other barriers can exist to taking a job in care, depending on the location. In rural areas, a deterrent 

can be the cost of travel and the lack of public transport for those who do not have their own transport 

[1]. Consequently, several examples of organising transport for staff were mentioned in relation to 

improving recruitment. Another issue can be the cost of housing, a particular issue where care homes 

have been built in prosperous areas to attract self-funders. There are examples of employers providing 

short-term accommodation to newly appointed care workers. However, it is also suggested that 

longer term arrangements are needed. Finally, childcare and after school provision is necessary for 

those who have children that are school age or under [13], with cost of childcare being one reason 

why care workers leave the sector [11].  

Improving retention 
A range of factors have been identified as improving retention. Some of these have been described 

above: satisfaction with salary and working conditions, provision of appropriate training, and role 

autonomy [4, 9]. However, there are additional factors that support retention, related to 

organisational culture, such as respecting and valuing staff and celebrating achievements [4, 12].   

Continuous improvement 
Measuring staff satisfaction can be useful in identifying ways to further develop the culture of the 

organisation [4]. This can be done formally or informally but what is essential is that managers are 

seen to listen to and act upon what staff report.  

When thinking about retention, it is also important to learn from those who do leave the organisation. 

Exit interviews should be conducted and themes identified from these and from resignation letters 

should be used to inform improvement [20]. One case study reported how, following such analysis, 

they introduced a full week induction, including training, group work, and team skills. New employees 

would have regular contact with an assigned manager. The organisation also runs a 24-hour phone 

service which care workers can call with any concerns relating to work. Following these changes, 

turnover reduced by 20%. 

Leadership 
Good leadership and management are important for staff retention. Leaders and managers should be 

on-site, visible, and approachable [4]. They should model the core values of the organisation and 

inspire others by being hands-on and demonstrating good practice. With managers acting as role 

models and mentors, motivational skills are crucial [1]. One recommendation is to provide training to 

managers that provides them with an understanding of how to create employment relationships 

based on mutual trust, respect, and value [16]. Other reports point to the importance of 

‘conversational practice’, where the importance of daily conversations between managers and their 
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teams are recognised [9]. This can improve productivity but also provides a buffer against the 

pressures of the job. Conversational practice is said to flourish in environments that promote open 

discussion.  

Leadership and management are also important because managers can enable ways of working that 

encourage retention. For example, recognising that different shift patterns suit different staff 

members and being flexible in setting working hours is likely to be rewarded with more loyal staff [4].  

While level of satisfaction has been found to be higher amongst managers than those in direct care 

roles, high turnover rates among managers often lead to high turnover rates amongst other staff and 

so it is important to understand and address reasons managers leave [1]. Turnover is known to be high 

among registered managers, especially those working in nursing homes. Some places have sought to 

address this by replacing the tradition structure of registered manager and deputy with new posts 

with specific roles, such as clinical manager, residential manager, and hospitality manager. This 

spreads responsibility but also offers opportunities for career progression.  

Staff wellbeing 
That staff are valued can be demonstrated through initiatives to support wellbeing, thereby 

supporting retention [7]. One pre-pandemic case study described the establishment of ‘care hubs’, a 

physical space which staff could use for relaxation and learning opportunities. Other examples include 

providing resilience training and creating mental health first aiders to help individuals experiencing 

mental health issues. This was complemented by a healthcare benefits scheme, which included face 

to face counselling and debt management, relationship, and legal advice.  

Research on the impact of the pandemic on care workers highlights the additional challenges it 

presents for retention and the increased need to support care workers’ wellbeing. Eighty per cent of 

care workers had an increased workload and over half has increased their working hours [5, 12]. 

Examples of supporting care worker wellbeing during the pandemic come from Devon County Council, 

where they established a network of Wellbeing Supporters to act as wellbeing champions, promoting 

wellbeing activities to staff [21]. Other initiatives included Virtual wellbeing sessions for Team 

Managers to come together to share experiences and learn from each other, resilience workshops for 

teams facilitated by solution-focused practitioners, and online “Wellbeing Wednesday” sessions that 

provided practical tools to support wellbeing. They also established a Wellbeing Reference Group that 

assisted in the co-production of resources and provided input into wellbeing plans. Another example 

from the pandemic was an employer that commissioned additional resources for staff such as 

wellbeing podcasts for care workers to listen to while driving between clients’ houses [22]. While the 

ability to provide these types of resources will vary according to the size and resources of the 

employing organisations, there are simple actions that are important, such as checking in on staff to 

see if they need support.  

Other ways to support staff wellbeing include investing in systems and processes that make care 

workers’ work easier and more efficient. For example, one case study described investing in ‘state of 

the art’ care management systems [7]. 

Ongoing research 
The review also identified several ongoing research projects on the topic. A comprehensive review is 

being undertaken at the University of Leeds, focusing on recruitment and retention of nurses and 

carers in care homes, details of which are available here: 

https://fundingawards.nihr.ac.uk/award/NIHR131016  

https://fundingawards.nihr.ac.uk/award/NIHR131016
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A study on retention and sustainability of the social care workforce is being undertaken by the 

Personal Social Services Research Unit at the University of Kent, details of which are available here: 

 https://www.pssru.ac.uk/resscw/ 
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