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Why Are So Many Leaving the Workforce: How Can We Make Them Stay?

Health, social work, and social care in the UK face a deepening workforce
crisis. In March 2023 alone there were over 112,000 NHS vacancies (an 8 %
vacancy rate).

This staffing shortfall is a result of compounded pressures: austerity, Brexit,
and the COVID-19 pandemic, leading to poor pay, contractual insecurity, and
administrative overload.

Our ICB-funded study, supported by national reviews (e.g., House of Lords,
NHS England), examined why care professionals are leaving and what factors
might keep them onboard.

Listening to the Workforce
We investigated this through:

e Global literature reviews

Two action-learning conferences
Cross-sector consultations with 90 health and social care leaders

Three CPD courses attended by 26 professionals

Six-point longitudinal surveys and interviews

Workshops coincided with the emergence of ICBs, offering fresh insights into
workforce development dynamics.

Findings

We found that leaders expressed frustration at their limited ability to influence
broader national and international forces such as austerity and raised
concerns about regional disparities, inequitable funding decisions, poorly
conceived policies, and the centralisation and merging of services. They
questioned the sustainability of the current welfare state funding model and
highlighted the challenge of balancing the needs of public service users with
those of employees. There was consensus that the organisational emphasis
on service delivery often overlooks the wellbeing of staff particularly during
times of crisis, when access to employee support services is most constrained.
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The imperative to “keep the show on the road” (The Darzi Report, 2024, p.126)
reflects a narrow framing of the problem: service continuity is prioritised
above all else, while overextending staff is seen as the default solution.
Managers acknowledged the destabilising effects of high staff turnover but
described the relentless demands of recruitment and onboarding including
reliance on overseas hires. Dysfunctional systems were reported as
widespread and normalised yet frequently excluded from workforce planning
strategies (Local Government Association, 2022).

Feedback on interprofessional working revealed a persistent hierarchy of
power and influence, shaped by dominant regulatory bodies, associations and
professional networks. Ring-fenced funding such as that allocated to child
protection was perceived to divert resources from groups that society values
less visibly or vocally.

Media coverage of strike actions further highlighted disparities in power
across the welfare sector. Public sympathy often aligned with high-profile
professional groups, particularly those with distinctive markers such as
uniforms. While this visibility is understandable, many leaders argued that such
industrial action did not result in consistent improvements to pay and
conditions across all roles and sectors.

Students surveyed reported strong identification with their own professional
groups and demonstrated a clear grasp of their occupational ethics, principles,
and identities. However, they also noted power imbalances and professional
silos, indicating a need for enhanced training in interprofessional
communication, trust-building, and shared working cultures.

Continuing professional development (CPD) and career progression were
widely viewed as essential for staff retention. Nonetheless, challenges related
to team dynamics and organisational bias persist. Current wellbeing strategies
often focused on individual resilience, mindfulness, and emotional
intelligence can feel alienating to those already overwhelmed by institutional
pressures (Messenger Review, 2024). Leaders who prioritise the cultivation of
strong, supportive relationships within teams and organisations are more
likely to retain staff and foster a sustainable workforce.

What Did We Learn?

1. Pandemic-driven reflection: Many, especially in older age brackets,
chose early exits citing burnout, self-care, and savings accumulated
during lockdowns.

2. Leadership support is key: Standardised leadership training is vital but
retention also requires organisations to treat staff with genuine care,

not just expect more from them.

https://blogs.bmj.com/bmijleader/2025/10/08/changing-attitudes-to-work-in-the-workplace-how-do-we-keep-our-workers-by-by-kish-bhatti-sinclair-d...  2/8


https://research.missionsq.org/content/media/document/2024/8/RetirementExpectations_090624.pdf
https://research.missionsq.org/content/media/document/2024/8/RetirementExpectations_090624.pdf

09/10/2025, 14:38

Changing Attitudes to Work in the Workplace: How Do We Keep Our Workers? By By Kish Bhatti Sinclair, David Beattie, Cate...
3. "*Keeping the show on the road”: A culture that stretches staff to
capacity leads to churn, absenteeism, and burnout and ultimately
undermines service delivery.

Digital Work and Real Disconnection

The shift to virtual systems can erode team cohesion and shared purpose,
highlighting a disconnect between employee wellbeing and organisational
health.

Professional Identity & Power
Staff retain strong professional identity but experience structural issues:

e Hierarchical funding models
¢ Media attention skewing public perceptions of value
¢ Industrial action highlighting systemic inequalities.

Though CPD is valuable, far stronger team cultures and cross-disciplinary
respect are needed for real retention.

The Limits of Resilience Rhetoric

Emphasis on individual resilience or mindfulness without systemic change
risks ignoring core problems. Real support comes from bonded relationships
and leadership that values people as much as performance.

What Should Organisations Do?
We recommend:

1. Reframe digital workplace norms

2.Invest in research linking wellbeing to health system outcomes

3. Act on wellbeing data, financial, mental and emotional

4. Recognise interlinked issues (understaffing, sick leave, employee
poverty)

5. Challenge austerity and centralised policies harming cohesion

6. Ensure wellbeing initiatives are evaluated for retention outcomes

7. Help staff reconnect with professional drive

8. Embed duty-of-care within organisational culture

Final Thoughts

Retention requires more than improved pay it demands rebuilding trust,
purpose, and organisational safety. In our complex and mentally taxed
environment, such change is essential and possible.
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