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‘A bleak picture’: Nurse vacancies increase across English NHS

26 AUGUST, 2021 BY MEGAN FORD

“This should stun ministers to address the
rising number of nursing vacancies and prevent
further risk to patient care"

Patricia Marquis

The number of NHS nurse vacancies in England has spiked by a significant 12% in the pas
months, latest data has revealed.

The Royal College of Nursing said news of worsening nurse shortages should “stun” mini

taking action.

NHS Digital has today published its la

vacancy statistics for England which 

of June 2021 there were 38,952 regist

vacancies across the health service.

https://www.nursingtimes.net/news/workforce/
https://www.nursingtimes.net/author/megan-ford-3/
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/nhs-vacancies-survey/april-2015---june-2021-experimental-statistics
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“These figures paint a bleak picture: the NHS is
still facing chronic workforce shortages, and
they are getting worse"

Danny Mortimer

This figure reflects a 12% increase from the last data set in March 2021 (34,678) and a rise

from June 2020 (37,760).

When broken down geographically, London continues to have the worse nurse gaps, with

nurse vacancies as of June 2021 – up from 8,270 in March 2021 (8%), but down from 9,112 

(-2%).

In London, the highest number of nurse vacancies can be seen in acute settings, where va

currently stand at 5,945, up from 5,796 on the same time last year (2.5%).

The largest percentage increase of vacancies was found in the South West, with 2,753 in J

up by 24% since March 2021 (2,205) and by 31% the year before (2,097).

It seemed for the South West the increase in nurse vacancies was largely down to the acu

which as of June 2021 had 1,874 empty posts, up from 1,370 the same time last year (37%

Nurse vacancies in the North East and Yorkshire have also spiked by 18% since March 202

latest figures showed 5,134 nurse vacancies in the region, which was around the same rat

a year ago (5,131).

Meanwhile, nurse vacancies in the Midlands grew by 10% from March 2021 to June 2021 –

to 7,946, which was also a 1% increase on the same time last year.

The North West had also seen a sharp increase in nurse vacancies over the past few mont

growing from 4,158 in March 2021 to 5,076 in June 2021 (22%). However, numbers remaine

to that of June 2020 (5,072).

In the East of England, there were 3,1

vacancies as of June 2021, up from 2,9

March 2021 (8%) and 3,058 a year ago

And finally, in the South East region, 

5,907 nurse vacancies as of June 2021
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5,467 (8%) in March 2021 and from 5,453 the year before (8%).

In terms of settings, overall, there were 22,685 acute nurse vacancies across England, 8,7

health and 1,694 community nurse vacancies.

In addition, there were 789 specialist nurse vacancies and 96 nurse vacancies within

ambulance services.

A report accompanying the latest statistics flagged that reported vacancy figures

may have been lower in June 2020 because trusts were “fully focused on dealing

with the first wave of the pandemic”.

However, it added that it was "still apparent from the data that recruitment activity for t

remains disrupted".

Responding to the data, RCN England director, Patricia Marquis, said: “As health and care

head into what will be a very difficult winter, this should stun ministers to address the ris

number of nursing vacancies and prevent further risk to patient care.

“After the pressures from the last 18 months we also know that many experienced nurses

considering leaving the profession. These are skills that cannot be replaced quickly.”

She added: “Unless there is an urgent investment in the nursing workforce, starting with

increase in pay that reflects their skill and professionalism, and there is accountability fo

planning at ministerial level, we will be dealing with the fallout for years to come.”

Overall, total workforce vacancies across the NHS stood at 93,806 as of June 2021 – up by

March 2021 (76,082) and 13% since June 2020 (83,203).

Danny Mortimer, deputy chief executive of the NHS Confederation and chi

executive of NHS Employers, said: “These figures paint a bleak picture: the

still facing chronic workforce shortages, and they are getting worse, even w

increases in staff numbers to cover areas such as the vaccination program
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Danny Mortimer
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“Although overall headcount seems to be relatively stable, there is an alarming trend acro

NHS of rising levels of vacancies, with the biggest issues in nursing, and especially in acu

mental health posts.”

He stressed that these positions “urgently need to be filled to make sure our communitie

the best care possible, and also to alleviate the strain our teams continue to face, against

backdrop of spiralling workloads and ever-growing backlogs of treatment”.

Mr Mortimer flagged that staff remained under “huge pressure” due to the ongoing Covid

pandemic and backlogs of care.

“NHS employers are very concerned about the relentless demand being placed on their te

added.

“The government must agree with the NHS what is reasonable to expect in service delive

particularly in light of the long-term shortages of key staff.

“There must also be significant and sustained long-term investment in growing health an

care workforce numbers in the forthcoming spending review.”

The Department of Health and Social Care spokesperson said: “There are over 8,900 more

and over 2,700 more doctors working in the NHS compared to last year and we are comm

recruiting and retaining more talented staff, while delivering 50,000 more nurses in our N

“While we continue to reduce existing vacancies in the NHS, the overall number of posts 

increasing as we expand services to provide the best possible care to patients.”

The government also suggested an increase in vacancies at this point in the year was usu

trusts reviewed their staffing requirements for the year ahead.
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