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Adult social care in the United Kingdom stands at a pivotal

moment, facing a workforce challenge that cannot be solved
through short-term recruitment initiatives alone. The sector already
operates with tens of thousands of vacancies, while demand for
care is increasing rapidly, and a significant proportion of the current
workforce is approaching retirement age, placing growing pressure
on the sustainability of care provision.



At the same time, the sector has historically relied on international recruitment
to stabilise staffing levels. However, recent changes to immigration policy,
alongside increasing global competition for care workers, means that this
approach cannot continue to fill the workforce gap at the same scale and is
unlikely to be sustainable in the long term.

The long-term solution lies in building a
stronger domestic workforce pipeline.

In particular, the sector must do more to
attract and retain young people, requiring a
fundamental shift in how careers in care are
positioned and promoted.

Yet social care continues to face a persistent

perception challenge among younger people.

Too often it is perceived as a temporary job
rather than a profession with meaningful
progression, leadership opportunities and
formal development pathways.

152,000

vacancies in adult social care
in England (2022/23)

In reality, social care offers exactly what
many younger workers are seeking. It offers
purpose, the opportunity to develop skKills,
and the ability to build a long-term career
through apprenticeships, professional training
and leadership development, making it

well aligned to the expectations of a new
generation of workers.

Reframing social care as a career choice will
be critical to addressing the sector’s long-
term workforce challenge.
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The future of adult social care
depends on how successfully

we attract and develop the next
generation of talent. This is not just
a workforce issue, but a defining
challenge for the sector. If we want
a sustainable care sector, we must
do more than recruit; we must
inspire young people to see social
care as a career where they can
grow, lead and make a difference,
and be more intentional in how

we create clear pathways into the
profession.

James Swaffield

Chief Executive
‘J"' Paragon Skills
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This whitepaper draws on discussions with
care leaders from across the sector through
two roundtable events hosted by the Care
Leaders Network and Paragon Skills. Those
discussions explored practical actions

that providers can take to strengthen
recruitment and retention of younger
workers. In addition, a survey of care leaders
was conducted, the findings of which are
referenced throughout this paper to further
inform and support the insights presented.

Reframing social care
as a career choice will
be critical to addressing
the sector’s long-term
workforce challenge.

Six clear, actionable priorities emerged from
these discussions and research.

1. Reposition social care as a credible,
skilled and aspirational career

2. Modernise recruitment and promote the
sector

3. Build early talent pipelines through
schools and colleges

4. Create structured entry routes for young
workers

5. Design jobs that work for younger
workers

6. Investin workplace culture and staff
experience

Care providers must reposition social care

as a credible, skilled and aspirational career,
modernise recruitment practices, build
stronger links with schools and colleges,
create structured entry routes for young
workers, design jobs that align with the
expectations and lifestyles of younger people,
and invest in workplace cultures that support
long-term retention.

Together these actions can help the sector
develop a more resilient and sustainable
workforce pipeline and create meaningful
career pathways for the next generation of
care professionals.
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The adult social care sector is fundamental to supporting

millions of people across the United Kingdom. It enables older
people, disabled people and individuals with complex needs to live
with dignity, independence and support within their communities,
underpinning both the health system and wider society.

9.9% 30%

of vacancies in England of the adult social care
are represented by workforce is currently
adult social care (2022/23) aged 55 or over



Despite its importance, the sector is facing one of the most significant and
persistent workforce challenges in its history, shaped by long-term structural
pressures rather than short-term disruption.

Across England there were approximately
152,000 vacancies in adult social care
during 2022/23, representing a vacancy
rate of around 9.9% of the workforce (Skills
for Care, The State of the Adult Social Care
Sector and Workforce in England 2023).
While vacancy rates have fluctuated, this
equates to a persistent workforce gap of
around 100,000 roles at any given time.

At the same time, demand for care is rising,
driven by long-term demographic change
rather than short-term factors.

As the population ages
and experienced workers
retire, the gap between
demand for care and
available workforce is
widening.

The United Kingdom has an ageing
population. According to the Office for
National Statistics, the number of people
aged 85 and over is projected to nearly
double by 2045 (ONS, National Population

Projections 2022). As people live longer, more

individuals require support with complex
health and social care needs, increasing both
the volume and complexity of care provision
required.

This demographic shift is expected to drive
sustained growth in demand for care services
over the coming decades, further intensifying
workforce pressures.

Alongside rising demand, the sector faces a
major workforce transition.

Skills for Care reports that around 30% of the
adult social care workforce is currently aged
55 or over (Skills for Care, State of the Sector
Workforce Report 2023). Over the next ten

to fifteen years, a significant proportion

of experienced workers are expected to
retire, resulting in a substantial loss of skKills,
knowledge and leadership capacity.

Historically, international recruitment has
helped to stabilise workforce pressures.
However, recent policy changes mean

that the sector cannot rely on overseas
recruitment at the same scale moving
forward, particularly in the context of tighter
immigration controls and increasing global
competition for care workers.

These factors together point to a structural
workforce challenge.



Leaders from across the sector coming
together to share insights




The sector must recruit and retain
significantly more workers while also
replacing those who retire, requiring

not just volume recruitment but a more
strategic, long-term approach to workforce
development.

The most sustainable solution lies in
attracting a new generation of workers and
supporting them to build long-term careers in
care, supported by clearer pathways into the
sector and more visible progression routes.

Recent government policy has placed a
renewed emphasis on youth employment,
skills development, the role of
apprenticeships in driving economic growth
and addressing workforce shortages across
key sectors.

This includes a clear focus on creating high-
quality pathways for young people into
work, particularly through apprenticeships
and work-based learning. Skills and
apprenticeships are central to this agenda,
not only supporting social mobility for young
people, but also enabling sectors like adult
social care to build a sustainable, skilled
domestic workforce.

For adult social care, this presents a
significant opportunity to align more closely
with national priorities by strengthening
structured entry routes and placing skills
development at the heart of its workforce
strategy.

These challenges
together point to a
structural workforce
challenge.

Yet many young people are simply not
considering social care as a career option.

The challenge for the sector is not only

to recruit more young people but also to
fundamentally reshape how the profession is
perceived, from a temporary role to a skilled,
purposeful and progressive career choice.



Exploring challengesm=epportunities, and

solutions through collaboration




The adult social care sector also experiences significant workforce turnover.
Skills for Care estimates that the annual staff turnover rate across the sector
was around 28% in 2022/23 (Skills for Care, State of the Sector Workforce

Report 2023).

This equates to more than one in four

staff members leaving their roles each
year, creating constant turnover within the
workforce. High turnover places sustained
operational pressure on services. Managers
must continually recruit and train new staff
while maintaining safe staffing levels. As

a result, time and resources that could be
invested in service improvement, workforce
development and quality enhancement is
often diverted into addressing immediate
staffing pressures.

28%

annual staff turnover rate
across the sector

At the same time, the sector is not attracting
younger workers at the scale required to
sustain the workforce in the long term.

The average age of the adult social care
workforce is currently around 44 (Skills for
Care, 2023). While this reflects a broad and
experienced workforce, it also highlights the
relatively limited number of younger workers
entering the sector in their late teens or early
twenties.

Data from the Adult Social Care Workforce
Data Set (ASC-WDS) suggests that only
around 8% of the adult social care workforce
is under the age of 25, significantly below the
national average of approximately 14% across
all sectors.”

More than one in four
staff leaving their roles
each year, creating
constant churn within the
workforce.

In many communities, young people leave
school or college without ever encountering
social care as a potential career pathway.
Careers advice and education pathways
often prioritise university routes or a narrow
range of professions, with limited visibility of
social care as a viable option. Social care is
rarely presented as a profession with long-
term development opportunities, despite the
breadth of roles and progression available
within the sector.



Laura Sunderland, Porthaven, contributing to
the discussion on workforce challenges
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When the sector is discussed, it is often
framed in ways that reinforce outdated
perceptions. Roles may incorrectly be
perceived as low-skilled or physically
demanding with limited progression.

This narrative does not reflect the reality
experienced by many people who build
successful careers in care. Social care
offers opportunities to develop leadership
skills, specialist expertise and operational
management experience.

Social care offers strong
career opportunities, but
these pathways are not
clearly visible to young
people.

However, these career pathways are not
consistently visible or well communicated
to young people considering their first job,
limiting the sector’s ability to compete for
early talent. Recruitment practices also play
a role. Many providers still rely heavily on
traditional job advertisements and lengthy
applications which are not aligned with
how younger job seekers engage with
opportunities in a digital-first, fast-moving
labour market.

The result is a sector that, despite its
importance and opportunity, continues
to struggle to effectively reach, engage
and retain the next generation of care
professionals, reinforcing the urgency for
change.
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If the current trajectory continues, the workforce challenges

facing adult social care will not only persist but intensify, with
far-reaching consequences for providers, the workforce and the
people who rely on care. Skills for Care estimates that the sector
may need an additional 480,000 posts by 2035 to meet projected
demand for care services (Skills for Care, The Size and Structure of
the Adult Social Care Sector and Workforce in England 2023).



Without a significant expansion in the domestic workforce pipeline, achieving
this level of growth will be extremely challenging. This challenge is further
compounded by current workforce dynamics, with fewer than 20% of workers
under 25 in most organisations, limiting the sector’s ability to replenish and

grow its workforce over time.

Workforce shortages would place
increasing pressure on providers and
staff. Managers would spend more time
addressing recruitment challenges and less
time developing services or supporting
staff progression, reinforcing a cycle of
reactive rather than strategic workforce
management.

Existing employees are likely to experience
heavier workloads, increased pressure and
higher levels of stress, raising the risk of
burnout and further turnover.

For people who rely on care services,
workforce instability can have serious
consequences. Continuity of care becomes
harder to maintain and providers may struggle
to expand services to meet growing demand,
impacting both quality and access to care.

The sector may need
an additional 480,000
posts by 2035 to meet
projected demand for
care services.

In some areas, providers may be forced

to limit new admissions or reduce service
capacity due to staffing shortages. The Care
Quality Commission has already reported
that workforce challenges are one of the
most significant pressures facing social care
providers (Care Quality Commission, The
State of Care Report 2023).

Workforce shortages in social care also create
wider pressures across the health system.
When community-based care services

cannot meet demand, hospitals face delays

in discharging patients and the wider health
system becomes less efficient.

Without decisive, coordinated action to
strengthen the workforce pipeline, these
pressures will continue to escalate. However,
this trajectory is not inevitable. The sector
has a clear and immediate opportunity to
change course by attracting, developing
and retaining a new generation of younger
workers as part of a long-term workforce
strategy.
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Social care is well positioned to offer all of these elements. What is often

missing is visibility.

Many young people do not see, or fully
understand, the pathways that exist within
the sector, limiting its appeal as a long-term
career option.

This is reflected in employer feedback, with
low confidence that young people can see a
clear long-term career in care, highlighting
a disconnect between opportunity and
perception.

There is a clear
disconnect between the
opportunities available
iIn care and how they
are perceived by young
people.

A young person may begin their career

as a support worker while completing an
apprenticeship that provides structured
training and recognised qualifications. With
experience and further learning they can
progress into senior roles, team leadership
positions and eventually operational
management.

From there, opportunities expand further.
Registered managers, regional leaders,
trainers, quality improvement specialists and
operational directors all play vital roles within
the sector.

Apprenticeships provide an especially
important route into the profession. They
offer a structured “earn while you learn”
pathway, combining practical experience with
formal training and recognised qualifications.
Apprenticeships remain an underdeveloped
recruitment pathway for younger workers,
highlighting a significant opportunity to
strengthen formal entry into the sector.

Strengthening entry into the sector requires
both accessible recruitment routes and
effective early-career support. The Skills for
Care New to Care pathway, as an example,
contributes to this by providing a consistent
framework for induction, learning and
professional development for new starters.

Further education and professional

development can support progression into
leadership and specialist roles, creating a
coherent and scalable career framework.

When these pathways are clearly defined,
consistently communicated and actively
supported by employers, social care
becomes a far more compelling and
credible long-term career option. Building,
formalising and promoting these pathways
will be essential to attracting, developing
and retaining the next generation of care
professionals and to securing the long-term
sustainability of the sector.



Six actions
care providers
can take

Six clear, evidence-led priorities emerged from
the roundtables and survey, highlighting

both the scale of the challenge and the practical
actions required from employers.



The first step in attracting younger workers is to fundamentally reposition
social care as a respected, skilled and aspirational profession.

This is critical in the context of a clear
perception challenge: employers rate the
attractiveness of care careers to young
people at just 2.1 out of 5, indicating that the
sector is not currently competing effectively
for emerging talent.

Language matters. How roles are described
from “care worker” to “care professional’
plays an important role in shaping
perceptions, reinforcing the expertise,
responsibility and skill involved.

Providers should also take a more deliberate
approach to mapping, structuring and
communicating career pathways within
their organisations. The survey highlighted
low confidence that young people can see
along-term career in care, underlining the
importance of making progression visible
and credible. This means clearly setting out
how individuals can progress from entry-
level roles through to senior, specialist and
leadership positions, supported by training,
qualifications and development opportunities.

Sharing real stories of staff progression is
a critical but underutilised tool. Employers
should actively showcase real examples of
career development, including progression
through apprenticeships, training and
leadership roles, to make these pathways
tangible and relatable.

By doing so, organisations can shift
perceptions, helping young people to see
social care not as a temporary job, but as
a profession where they can build skills,
progress and develop over the long term.

We cannot solve the Social Care
workforce challenge without
inspiring the next generation. Too
many young people don’t choose
care simply because they’'ve never
been exposed to it. When we give
them real opportunities to see the
sector though initiatives like Who
Cares Wins, we open their eyes to
a career that is purposeful, people-
centred and full of opportunity. If
we want a sustainable future for
Social Care, we must help young
people see that it's a sector where
they can truly make a difference.

Anita Goyal

Founder
Who Cares Wins




Traditional recruitment approaches are no longer sufficient to reach and
engage younger audiences in a highly competitive, digital-first labour market.

Survey findings indicate that many providers
are not actively targeting under-25s, with
recruitment still heavily reliant on direct
entry roles and informal methods such as
referrals or word of mouth (used by 73% of
employers).

Many young people consume information
primarily through digital platforms. Social
media channels such as TikTok, Instagram
and YouTube Shorts provide a significant
opportunity to showcase the reality of
working in care.

Short videos that show day-to-day life within
care services highlight team culture and staff
stories can play a critical role in making the
sector more visible, relatable and engaging
to younger audiences.

Recruitment processes should also be
simplified wherever possible. Lengthy
application processes and slow hiring
timelines risk deterring younger applicants,
who are more likely to expect streamlined
processes and timely, responsive
communication.

Experiential recruitment events such as
open days provide a valuable opportunity
to give young people direct insight into the
realities of care work, helping to challenge
misconceptions and build confidence in the
role.

Taken together, this requires a shift from
passive, process-driven recruitment to a
more proactive, engaging and youth-focused
approach. One that meets young people
where they are and reflects how they make
decisions about work.

With declining birthrates and
changing workforce dynamics,
attracting and retaining young
people in the care sector is
increasingly important. As demand
grows and fewer young people
enter the workforce, recruitment
challenges are rising.

To address this, the sector must
raise awareness, offer clear career
pathways and provide strong
training and support, positioning
care as a rewarding long-term
career.

Laura Sunderland

Head of Recruitment
Porthaven



A fundamental barrier to recruitment of young people is exposure. Many young

people do not encounter social care, and as such, do not see it as a viable
option during their education and whilst they consider career options.

Survey findings highlight low levels of
engagement with education pathways,

To be effective, employers should move
beyond one-off engagement and instead

with only 18% of employers reporting
partnerships with colleges and just 27%
offering work experience placements.

build sustained pipelines, where awareness,
experience and entry routes are connected
into a coherent journey from education into

Care providers can address this gap by
building stronger relationships with local
schools, colleges and academy trusts.

Participating in careers fairs, delivering talks
in schools and offering work experience
placements are important first steps,

but need to be part of a more consistent
and structured approach to early talent
engagement.

However, structured pathways into the sector
remain underdeveloped. Notably, no surveyed
employers reported using apprenticeships as
a recruitment route for under-25s, highlighting
a significant missed opportunity.

Promoting apprenticeships and vocational
routes from the age of sixteen and
embedding them within education
partnerships can provide a clear, accessible
and attractive entry pathway into the sector.

employment.

At Greensleeves, we see care

as a vocation built on respect,
openness and responsibility. We
welcome young people with the
right values and support them

to help older people live with
dignity, choice and independence.
Through placements, activities and
learning, we build confidence and
commitment to care, supported
by strong links with schools and
colleges. Clear career pathways
offer qualifications, skills and long-
term opportunities for growth in

care.

Susan Harris

Learning and Development
Manager

Greensleeves




For many young people, entering social care represents their first experience of
the workforce, making structured entry and early support critical to success.

Well-designed onboarding programmes

play a key role in helping new recruits build
confidence, understand expectations and
adapt to the realities of care work. Mentoring
and buddy systems can also help young staff
feel supported during their early months.

Training should be delivered in ways that are
engaging and accessible. A blend of practical
learning, digital training and peer support

can help young recruits develop skills quickly.
Survey responses highlight that preparation
for young workers is heavily workplace-
based, including shadowing, practical

learning and mandatory training. A blended
approach, combining hands-on experience,
digital learning and peer support, can help
accelerate skills development and confidence.

Apprenticeships provide a particularly strong
but underutilised foundation, combining
employment with formal training and
recognised qualifications.

When structured entry routes, including
apprenticeships, are well designed, supported
and fairly paid, they can play a critical role

in improving early retention and long-term
engagement.

Moving forward, employers should prioritise
creating clear, consistent and supported entry
pathways that reduce early attrition and set
young workers up for long-term success in
the sector.

| started in Social Care at the age
of 19, and it was the guidance
and mentorship of experienced
carers and nurses that shaped
the beginning of my career. Thirty
years on, | still believe that early
support and development is the
key factor for young people - it
can make or break a future in the
sector.

Michael Crutchley

Chief Executive
The Brendoncare Foundation
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Job design and working patterns within the sector can act as a barrier to entry
for younger workers, particularly those balancing work with education or other

commitments.

Survey findings highlight that recruitment
challenges are influenced by competition
from other sectors, as well as expectations
around pay, flexibility and working conditions.

Flexible shift options are therefore critical
to widening access, particularly for students
and those combining work with education or
training.

Some providers are beginning to explore
shift patterns specifically designed around
apprentices or students, recognising the
need for more tailored employment models.
These approaches enable young people to
gain meaningful experience while continuing
their education, reducing the trade-off
between earning and learning.

Greater flexibility not only expands the
potential workforce but also signals that

the sector is adapting to the expectations

of a new generation, an essential step in
attracting and retaining younger talent within
the care sector.

Ensuring that the sector is suitably funded
is also key to supporting employers in
continuing to enhance pay and reward
packages to remain an attractive and
competitive carer choice.

We won'’t attract younger talent
into Social Care by expecting
them to fit into outdated working
models. If we want a sustainable
workforce, we have to design
roles that fit around people’s life’s,
because the alternative doesn’t
meet the expectations of younger
generations. We need flexibility
and smart rostering - which is

not a benefit - it's a workforce
imperative.

Claire Kennedy

Chief People Officer
Liaise




Attracting young people into the sector is only the first step; long-term
retention is shaped by workplace culture, leadership and early career

experience.

Survey findings indicate that retention among
under-25s is often lower than the wider
workforce, with around one third of employers
reporting slightly or significantly worse
retention for younger staff. Young workers

are more likely to remain in organisations
where they feel supported, valued and able
to develop professionally, particularly in the
early stages of their careers.

Managers play a crucial role in shaping

this experience. Equipping managers with
the skills to mentor, coach and support
younger staff is therefore critical to improving
retention outcomes.

Strong onboarding experiences, recognition
of staff contributions and attention to
wellbeing are consistently identified as
important factors in creating positive
workplace cultures.

Many providers already offer mentoring,
buddy systems and wellbeing support, but
these approaches are often inconsistent and
not always embedded as part of a structured
retention strategy.

Creating a culture of belonging, combined
with clear development and progression
opportunities, is essential to enabling young
workers to build long-term, sustainable
careers within the sector.

A more deliberate focus on early career
retention, not just recruitment, will be
critical to addressing the sector’s long-term
workforce challenge.

Investing in apprenticeships
strengthens our workplace culture
and enhances the colleague
experience. At Voyage Care, they
create meaningful career pathways,
support on-the-job learning, and
promote a culture of development,
inclusion and progression.

By investing in our people at

every stage, we build capability,
nurture potential and create a more
engaged workforce, fostering an
environment where colleagues feel
supported, empowered and able to
succeed.

Alison Pemberton

Head of Learning &
Development

Voyage Care







Lively discussions at the second roundtable event
exploring the six actions
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Adult social care is fundamental to the functioning

of society and the wider health and care system

in the United Kingdom. It supports millions of people

and plays a central role in the wider health and care system.



Yet the sector faces a workforce challenge that is structural in nature and
demands long-term, system-wide solutions rather than short-term fixes.

Rising demand, an ageing workforce and
changes to international recruitment mean
that the sector can no longer rely on
traditional workforce models and must
increasingly build its future workforce
domestically.

At the heart of this shift is a clear strategic

imperative: attracting and retaining younger
people into the sector is no longer optional, it

is essential to long-term sustainability.

However, this will not happen by accident.
The sector must make a stronger, more
compelling case to young people, clearly
demonstrating that social care offers
meaningful, skilled careers with visible
progression and long-term opportunity.

Through apprenticeships, professional
development and visible career pathways,
young people can access structured entry
routes and build rewarding careers that
develop over time.

The actions outlined in this paper set out

a clear, practical and evidence-informed
framework for change. By repositioning
social care as a profession, modernising
recruitment, building structured early
talent pipelines and investing in supportive,
development-focused workplace cultures,
care providers can take immediate and
meaningful steps to attract and retain the
next generation of care professionals.
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Paragon Skills partners with care providers to attract, develop
and retain the next generation of talent through high-quality
apprenticeships, training and workforce development solutions.

Contact our team to discuss how we can
support your workforce strategy.

hello@pgon.co.uk
0800 783 2545

Thank you to all participants who are photographed throughout this whitepaper. Your insights helped us
bring this work to life. If you would like to be involved in future events and research, please get in touch.



