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Fund our future nurses
Cost effective options to support nursing students and 
grow the nursing workforce in England

We need action now.
#FundOurFuture
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1. Foreword
A government of any colour can pride itself on 
taking difficult decisions in what it sees as the 
public interest. The real test of their strength 
and leadership is how they respond when faced 
with clear evidence that, rather than remedy the 
problem, they’ve added to it. The reticence they 
may feel is a luxury the public can ill-afford.

Perhaps to the genuine surprise of Ministers, 
the number of nursing students in education in 
(QJODQG�IHOO�LQ�UHFHQW�\HDUV��7KH�IXQGLQJ�UHIRUP�
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2. Introduction
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3. Executive Summary
Being a nurse is a hugely rewarding profession. 
%XW�WKHUH�DUH�WRR�PDQ\�SHRSOH�LQ�(QJODQG�ZKR�
are stopped from joining this incredible career 
- just when we need them the most. And for 
those who do make this choice, we are making it 
incredibly difficult for them to stay in education, 
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4. How this nursing supply crisis 
came about
The health and care system has been working 
without a national workforce strategy, without  
the data needed to produce one, for too long.This 
has not been resolved, by successive governments 
or system leaders creating a historic workforce 
SODQQLQJ�SUREOHP�LQ�(QJODQG��

Previously, the national budget for nursing higher 
education and clinical placements was based 
RQ�WKH�QXPEHU�RI�QXUVHV�1+6�SURYLGHUV�VDLG�
they wanted to employ. This meant the supply of 
registered nurses was never based on the actual 
number needed to provide safe and effective care 
IRU�WKH�SRSXODWLRQ�RI�(QJODQG�8

,Q�ɳɱɲɷ�ɲɸ�+0�7UHDVXU\�DOORFDWHG��ɲ�ɹ�ELOOLRQ�
for health care workforce, under this system. 
This included the nursing bursary to cover 
tuition fees and day to day living costs during 
clinical placements. This bursary provided:

• a non-means-tested tuition fee grant of up 
to £9,000 per year;

• a non-means-tested maintenance 
grant of £1,000 per year (paid in monthly 
LQVWDOPHQWV��

• a means-tested maintenance grant of up 
to £3,191 per year

At that time, students were also able to access 
means-tested reduced rate maintenance loans.  

Alongside the support for students, there were 
DOVR�SD\PHQWV�WR�1+6�RUJDQLVDWLRQV�WR�IXQG�WKH�
provision of clinical placements9.

Under this system, the financial envelope drove 
national workforce planning, so that political 
decisions about how much to fund the supply 

of nurses coming through higher education 
were not linked to what patients and the wider 
population actually needed for their care. Because 
of pervasive failure to get to grips with just how 
many nurses were needed, the health and care 
V\VWHP�LQ�(QJODQG�EHFDPH�GLVSURSRUWLRQDWHO\�
reliant on the international workforce. Across 
the UK, 15% of nurses and midwives came from 
RYHUVHDV��ɶ��IURP�WKH�(8�DQG�ɲɱ��IURP�RXWVLGH�
WKH�(8��10 They contribute hugely to the richness 
and diversity of our profession and affirm the 
global mobility of nurses as a workforce. However, 
this over-reliance has long been a sticking plaster 
for a lack of growth in the domestic workforce. 

,Q�ɳɱɲɸ��*RYHUQPHQW�UHPRYHG�QXUVLQJ�EXUVDULHV�
LQ�(QJODQG�DQG�JUDQWV�IRU�OLYLQJ�FRVWV��GLUHFWLQJ�
WKHVH�µVDYLQJV¶�LQWR�1+6�GHOLYHU\��7KLV�ZDV�
positioned as introducing a financially sustainable 
funding system, attached to the promise that the 
number of nursing students would grow under a 
market-led model. 

In fact, applications have fallen by 32% since the 
DQQRXQFHPHQW�RI�WKH�EXUVDU\�UHPRYDO�LQ�ɳɱɲɷ�11 
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now to support today’s nursing students, arresting 
the drop in applications, improving student 
welfare, reducing attrition and increasing retention 
in service. The choice is crystal clear.

Nursing students aren’t like other students. A 
UHJXODU�XQGHUJUDGXDWH�GHJUHH�WDNHV�ɴ�ɷɱɱ�KRXUV�
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Changes to student funding have had a huge 
impact, and not for the better. The diversity and 
background of nursing students has radically 
changed, excluding many who would have 
previously been able to change their personal and 
economic circumstances through a rewarding 
career. Worst hit are mature students. but nearly 
everyone is struggling.

7KH�UHPRYDO�RI�WKH�1+6�%XUVDU\�KDV�UHVXOWHG�LQ�
a significant fall in the number of students over 
ɳɶ�DSSO\LQJ�WR�QXUVLQJ�FRXUVHV��ɵɱ��VLQFH�ɳɱɲɷ�ɲɵ

Universities have largely been blamed for failing 
to increase the student numbers. But the truth 
is, most worked hard to convert applications 
into filled places. However, a confused and 
XQVXSSRUWLYH�QDUUDWLYH�IURP�*RYHUQPHQW�DQG�
a lack of placement capacity have prevented 
growth. Potential nursing students, health 
and care employers and universities  have 
KDG�WR�FRQWHQG�ZLWK�WKH�*RYHUQPHQW�PDNLQJ�
unclear, and untimely, decisions about how 
many clinical placements will be funded 
�ZKLFK�XQLYHUVLWLHV�KDYH�QR�FRQWURO�RYHU���DQG�
introduce belated piecemeal targeted funding 
for specific routes into nursing, without dealing 
with underlying issues.

*RYHUQPHQW�KDV�LQWURGXFHG�H[WUD�URXWHV�LQWR�
nursing other than the undergraduate nursing 
degree, without sufficient planning for delivery. 

This includes the nursing degree apprenticeship 
which takes at least four years to complete, 
and has not provided employers with sufficient 
funding to cover the cost. Becoming a registered 
QXUVLQJ�DVVRFLDWH�WDNHV�WZR�\HDUV��DQG�UHTXLUHV�
at least two years of further study to become 
a registered nurse. The postgraduate route for 
people who already have a degree takes two 
years, but has also had funding decimated. 

“The university wants us to 
pay for our own travel to 
and from placements and 
then claim what we’re owed 
back. Before I could do that 
I had download a 15-page 
eligibility form. Even with 
getting the cheapest form 
of travel I’m still waiting for 
£350 to come back to me. 
I’ve waited six weeks and 
heard nothing. All the £3.20 
bus fares add up. They seem 
to make it hard for people to 
get back the money they’re 
entitled to. ”
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5.
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The costs of living

Nursing students have it tough. Between the 
2,300 hours of clinical placements and 2,300 
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6. Investment in nursing 
higher education 
7KH�'HSDUWPHQW�RI�+HDOWK�DQG�6RFLDO�&DUH�
�'+6&��VKRXOG�DVVXPH�SHUPDQHQW��H[SOLFLW�DQG�
overarching strategic responsibility for the future 
nursing and wider healthcare workforce leading 
to targeted demand and supply side interventions 
ZKHUHYHU�WKHVH�DUH�UHTXLUHG�WR�HQVXUH�VXSSO\��
This should be underpinned by widely available 
data on applications and student numbers across 
all healthcare professions.

:H�EHOLHYH�WKDW�WKH�*RYHUQPHQW�VKRXOG�EH�DLPLQJ�
for an increase of at least 50% more students 
starting each year after five years of investment. 
7KLV�ZRXOG�PHDQ�WKDW�QHDUO\�ɳɵ�ɱɱɱ�DGGLWLRQDO�
students would have started on nursing courses 
RYHU�WKLV�SHULRG�DQG�ZRXOG�SXW�*RYHUQPHQW�RQ�
track to halving the workforce gap in the short to 
medium term while also supporting international 
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• It is not easy to predict once people have 
TXDOLILHG�KRZ�PDQ\�ZLOO�ZRUN�LQ�SXEOLF 
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• 6DYLQJ�PDGH�RQ�SDUDOOHO�UHGXFWLRQ�EDQN�
and agency staff, likely to be a minimum of 
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7. Appendices

Appendix 1: Current and projected numbers entering the workforce in England 
via each route into Registered Nursing

:H�KDYH�FDOFXODWHG�SURMHFWHG�ZRUNIRUFH�VXSSO\�DQG�DWWULWLRQ�IRU�(QJODQG��DQG�DSSOLHG�QHW�FKDQJH�WR�
WKH�FXUUHQW�YDFDQF\�UDWH��ɵɲ�ɸɸɳ���EDVHG�RQ�WKH�FXUUHQW�HVWDEOLVKPHQW�ILJXUH�IRU�QXUVLQJ�SRVWV�
�ɴɳɶ�ɱɵɺ��

Pipeline into registered 
nursing 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

Undergraduate degree – 
Registered Nursing22 

22,045 22,630 22,045 21,060 21,060 21,060

Postgraduate conversion 
into Registered Nursing 
degree.23 

1,102 849 827 790 790 790

European Economic Area 
(EEA) Immigration.24 

805 3,594



SAFE AND EFFECTIVE STAFFING - FUND OUR FUTURE

22

Methodology on future 
supply and vacancy rate
(DFK�URXWH�LQWR�RU�RXW�RI�QXUVLQJ�VHW�RXW�LQ�
the above table is based on the following 
methodology, and any caveats provided.

1.1  Undergraduate degree – 
Registered Nursing:

•  For years 2018-2021, based on projected 
graduation numbers based on end of cycle 
8&$6�HQWU\�QXPEHUV�PLQXV�DQ�DWWULWLRQ�UDWH�
across the course of study of 19%, calculated 
EDVHG�RQ�+(6$�GDWD�IRU�ɳɱɲɳ�ɳɱɲɶ32.

• For years 2022-2023 based on 2021 
graduate numbers with the same attrition 
rate. We have kept the rate the same rather 
than estimate a continued decrease in the 
number of applications we have seen in the 
last two years.

• This does not use the significant increases 
LQ�DFFHSWHG�VWXGHQW�SODFHV�SURMHFWHG�E\�+((�
DQG�'+6&�ZKHQ�WKH�EXUVDU\�ZDV�UHPRYHG�DV�
two years into the funding reform we know 
these estimates to be false.

• There are multiple attrition figures used in 
the public debate. The figure we used of 19% 
LV�EDVHG�RQ�+(6$¶V�GDWD�IURP�ɳɱɲɳ�ɲɴ�±�
ɳɱɲɶ�ɲɷ�

1.2   Postgraduate conversion into 
Registered Nursing degree:

• 
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will continue on to become registered 
nursing associates when the first cohort join 
the register in January 2019. But we have 
taken at face value that all of the first 1,000 
trainees will join the register.

• We have estimated a conversion rate of 20%. 
+((�KDV�DW�WLPHV�XVHG�D�FRQYHUVLRQ�UDWH�DV�
KLJK�DV�ɵɱ���+RZHYHU��ZH�EHOLHYH�WKLV�LV�WRR�
high for a number of reasons: the untested 
nature of the new role, the higher academic 
UHTXLUHPHQWV�RI�EHFRPLQJ�D�UHJLVWHUHG�
nurse and, because conversions will come 
primarily from the apprenticeship route, 
the same bottle neck supply issues that 
are limiting the number of nursing degree 
apprenticeships currently35.

1.5  Nursing Degree Apprenticeships:

• 7KH�ILJXUH�RI�ɳɷɱ�LV�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�ODWHVW�
available data for students starting nursing 
degree apprenticeships in the 2018-18 
\HDU��$SULO�ɳɱɲɹ���7KLV�LQIRUPDWLRQ�FRPHV�
from Anne Milton MP in a response to a 
SDUOLDPHQWDU\�TXHVWLRQ�IURP�$QJHOD�5D\QHU�
03�LQ�6HSWHPEHU�ɳɱɲɹ�

• It is acknowledged that not all apprentices 
are doing a four-year route and that there 
is a large degree of flexibility in the system. 
However, given there is not an exact data 
source from which to calculate this, we have 
used the overall apprentice numbers and 
based it on a four-year degree. 

1.6  Annual workforce attrition of 
registered nurses:

• The total figures for the attrition of 
registered nurses have also been taken from 
the NMC Register 2018. The projections for 
attrition have also been calculated by using a 
two-year rolling average. Please see the notes 
DERYH�RQ�(XURSHDQ�(FRQRPLF�$UHD��(($��
,PPLJUDWLRQ�DQG�IURP�RXWVLGH�WKH�(($��IRU�
more information.

1.7  Overall current and future 
vacancy figures:

• 7KH�VWDUWLQJ�YDFDQF\�ILJXUH�LV�WKH�1+6,¶V�
workforce vacancy rate as of June 2018 of 
ɵɲ�ɸɸɳ��:H�KDYH�FRQVHUYDWLYHO\�NHSW�WKH�
vacancy rate the same and projected this 

forward five years. This figure does therefore 
not take into account the projected growth of 
WKH�1+6�DQG�LWV�ZRUNIRUFH�ZKLFK�ZLOO�OLNHO\�
exacerbate the vacancy rate further.ɴɷ

• As of June 2018 the total number of nurses 
ZRUNLQJ�LQ�WKH�1+6�LQ�(QJODQG��)7(��LV�
ɳɹɴ�ɴɳɸ��1+6�'LJLWDO�PRQWKO\�ZRUNIRUFH�
VWDWLVWLFV���ZKLOH�WKH�YDFDQF\�ILJXUH�IRU�WKH�
VDPH�WLPH�SRLQW�LV�ɵɲ�ɸɳɳ��:H�WKHUHIRUH�WDNH�
ɴɳɶ�ɱɵɺ�DV�WKH�FXUUHQW�HVWDEOLVKPHQW�ILJXUH�
IRU�WRWDO�QXPEHU�RI�QXUVHV��)7(��LQ�WKH�1+6�
LQ�(QJODQG�37

The projected vacancy rates have been calculated 
as this initial vacancy plus the cumulative net 
decrease of nurses from the system to 2023.
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Appendix 2: Methodology 
from Economic Costings 

Student Profile

• The model considers the total number of full-
WLPH�(QJOLVK�GRPLFLOHG�ILUVW�\HDU�VWXGHQWV�
undertaking first degrees in nursing at 
(QJOLVK�+LJKHU�(GXFDWLRQ�,QVWLWXWLRQV��%DVHG�
RQ�+(6$�GDWD�DYDLODEOH��SURYLGHG�E\�WKH�
5R\DO�&ROOHJH�RI�1XUVLQJ���WKHUH�ZHUH�D�WRWDO�
RI�ɲɷ�ɱɳɱ�VWXGHQWV�RI�WKHVH�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�
LQ�ɳɱɲɷ�ɲɸ��WKH�PRVW�UHFHQW�\HDU�IRU�ZKLFK�
this information was available at the time of 
ZULWLQJ��

• To arrive at these students’ continuation/
FRPSOHWLRQ�UDWHV�GXULQJ�VWXG\��XVLQJ�ɳɱɲɶ�ɲɷ�
GDWD�SURYLGHG�E\�+HDOWK�(GXFDWLRQ�(QJODQG�
�+((���WKH�WRWDO�QXPEHU�RI�DFWXDO�VWDUWV�
in 7 nursing professions (namely, these 
DUH�$GXOW��&KLOG��0HQWDO�+HDOWK��/HDUQLQJ�
'LVDELOLWLHV��6FKRRO��'LVWULFW�DQG�+HDOWK�
9LVLWLQJ��LV�FDOFXODWHG�XVLQJ�WKH�QXPEHU�RI�
planned commissions and the commission 
SRVW�ILOO�UDWH��$�WRWDO�RI�ɳɲ�ɷɺɱ�VWXGHQWV�
VWDUWHG�D�QXUVLQJ�TXDOLILFDWLRQ�IRU�WKHVH�ɸ�
SURIHVVLRQV�LQ�ɳɱɲɶ�ɲɷ��8VLQJ�LQ�FRXUVH�
DWWULWLRQ�UDWHV�SURYLGHG�DW�/RFDO�(GXFDWLRQ�
DQG�7UDLQLQJ�%RDUG��/(7%��DQG�SURIHVVLRQ�
OHYHO��WKH�QXPEHU�RI�FRPSOHWHUV�E\�/(7%�DQG�
profession is determined and aggregated up 
WR�JHW�WRWDO�FRPSOHWHUV�LQ�(QJODQG��7KLV�LV�
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Repayments and scenario assumptions

• In both the case of the current loan system 
and Option 2, loans accumulate interest 
at RPI +3% during the period of study. 
Post graduation, loans accumulate interest 
depending on earnings, with individuals 
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