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Recruiting and retaining staff has been a longstanding concern in the social care sector. However, this concern is amplified when focusing on the young social care workforce, with only 8% of the workforce being 25 or under, and only 12% of young care workers staying in the job long term. This evidence review draws on academic and grey literature to establish what encourages and stops young people entering the social care workforce, why young people leave and stay in the sector, and what strategies can the sector use to make it more appealing as a long-term career option for younger generations. The evidence highlights the need for targeted recruitment strategies to encourage more young people to apply to social care jobs. Additionally, training initiatives and programmes can enhance staff support and encourage young people to continue and progress in their social care roles.

Key words: young people, careers, employment, social care, workforce

Introduction 
The social care sector in the UK is experiencing increased pressure to recruit and retain staff. This has been exacerbated in recent years through the closing and narrowing of previous routes to recruitment through Brexit and subsequent restrictions on migrant workers, as well as continued challenges following the Covid-19 pandemic. Skills for Care estimates that in England, 8.3% of roles in social care are vacant at any one time, amounting to 131,000 vacancies (Skills for Care, 2024: 45). This percentage increases to 17% when young workers who started working in the sector less than a year ago are included (Mallorie et al. 2023). As such, focus has been placed on making social care a more attractive career choice to people from demographics that are currently under-represented.

Young people under 25 currently make up around 8% of the adult social care workforce in England (Skills for Care, 2024: 75). Nearly half the workforce in Scotland (44%), are aged 45 or over (The Scottish Government, 2022), and the average age of entry into the sector in England is 35 (Skills for Care, 2022: 75). Historically, turnover has been high amongst the younger social care workforce. In 2022, turnover amongst those under 19 was 53% and 43% for under 30s (Skills for Care, 2022). These low levels of recruitment and retention represent an opportunity for expanding the social care workforce, but doing so necessitates understanding the motivations of young people, and what the facilitators and barriers are to their recruitment and retention within social care. Broadly, the generation targeted are ‘Generation Z’ – those born between 1995 and 2015. Gallagher et al. (2022) described this generation as both ambitious and socially responsible, and ‘helping people’ was a high priority in their ambitions. However, some other characteristics identified in this generation were less conducive to expectations of traditional social care roles: for example, a preference to work alone, set their own pace and a desire for self-employment (Gallagher et al. 2022). 

This evidence review supports a facilitator project aiming to encourage young people to develop careers in social care and will review evidence which addresses the following questions: 

· What encourages young people to pursue careers in social care? 
· Why do people leave the sector? 
· How can the sector be made more attractive to young people for a long-term career?

Methodology 
Five electronic databases were searched for evidence syntheses that focus on young people developing careers in social care. This search was conducted in April 2025 and included: EBSCOHOST; Web of Science; Scopus and Google Scholar. These academic searches were supplemented with searches for grey literature using the Kings Fund Library Database and material from IMPACT’s (Improving Adult Care Together) website. Initial searches of electronic databases included literature published between 2020 and 2025 and identified 8 reviews and syntheses for inclusion. 
Definitions
Young People
Within this review, a range of definitions is used for young people, from ‘Generation Z’ those born between 1995 and 2015, to under-25s or under-35s. Overall, initiatives are aimed at reducing the average age of workers within the sector, and as such, initiatives have been included where they are aimed at ‘younger people’ within the specific age range set out above.

Theme 1: Strategies for increasing interest in social care work for young people
Young people tend to fall into social care work by chance (Blythe and Bottery, 2024), hence it is important to establish strategies to more actively recruit young people into the sector. It is well evidenced that there is a shortage of staff within the social care sector, and some of the recommendations for increasing interest in social care work were common across the literature. Social care has been identified as a low paying sector by the Low Pay Commission (2024). For example, under-25 care workers are paid less than older care workers, earning £19,700.00 a year on average (Mallorie et al. 2023).Therefore, the evidence suggests that increased pay across the sector would improve recruitment and retention (Low Pay Commission Report, 2024). Whilst this may be a challenge to achieve, there is consistent agreement that this would help with the recruitment and retention challenges in the sector (Devi et al. 2021; Gable, Walker, and Wilkes, 2021; Edwards et al. 2022). 
Edwards et al. (2022) reviewed 40 articles with a focus on innovations for attracting, recruiting, and retaining social care workers in the UK. Although not exclusively focused on young people, there are some useful lessons which may be applicable to the young person demographic. For social care, there were three innovations identified for attracting, recruiting, and retaining staff which will be briefly outlined here: the ‘I Care… Ambassadors’ Programme, ‘Care First Careers’ Pilot, and the ‘Every Day is Different’ campaign.

Skills for Care in England ran the ‘I Care… Ambassadors’ programme which seeks to actively recruit new staff members from direct recruitment in schools and colleges (Skills for Care, 2019). The scheme worked by having existing social care staff members undertaking these visits as Ambassadors and providing information and engaging in conversation with young people in the setting. This initiative aimed to ensure that those recruited into social care had a robust understanding of the activities and requirements of their role, making expectations clear. Retention was improved by this intervention, and employees who had undertaken the programme found it valuable. Additionally, staff members who had acted as ambassadors also reported feeling more valued (Edwards et al. 2022).
The second evaluated innovation identified for recruiting young people into social care by Edwards et al. (2022) was the ‘Care First Careers’ Pilot (Dobson and Byrne, 2010). This initiative was targeted at young people who were unemployed and provided them with pre-employment training to encourage them to work within the social care sector. Social care employers were offered the choice between taking on a candidate with a training subsidy, or one who had been through the two-week pre-employment training. Smaller employers generally preferred the pre-employment training, although it was noted that larger employers preferred candidates to undertake their own in-house training. Upon evaluation, three quarters of the employers involved found that the initiative helped with recruitment and retention and was valuable in building the basic skills young people need to work in the social care sector. Employers were also asked what other initiatives would help with attracting young people into social care and suggested the importance of ‘myth busting’ campaigns to dispel misconceptions around social care for new candidates to the sector, as well as more intensive and targeted advertising (Dobson and Byrne, 2010; Edwards et al. 2022).
Edwards et al. (2022) also noted the potential for targeted recruitment in attracting younger people. They cite the ‘Every Day is Different’ campaign (Department of Health and Social Care, 2019) which was aimed at encouraging people aged between 20 and 39 into the social care workforce by highlighting the rewards of social care work and the diversity of available roles. Skills for Care (2021) analysed this recruitment campaign and found it was successful, with over half of those who saw the advert taking action, for example, through a job search or application, with a reported increase in applications, interviews, and vacancies filled. Although this evaluation was based around a single campaign, it highlights the potential of robust targeted advertising for recruiting young people into social care. 
Gable, Walker, and Wilkes (2021) also produced a report looking at attracting and retaining a robust social care workforce. The report was produced through collaboration with The Work Foundation and Total Jobs and drew on an evidence review alongside a workforce survey and interviews with stakeholders within social care. Although this report did not focus solely on recruiting young people into social care, there were pertinent lessons learned. Whilst they highlighted challenges with the sector under barriers, the authors identified that since the pandemic, perceptions of social care have improved, and they identified that 53% of jobseekers had a more positive view of the sector since the pandemic, and 31% would now consider a career in social care. The report suggested that this increased attention on social care during the pandemic has helped improve public perceptions of the work done within the sector, its value, and its impact. This increased positive perception was particularly noted amongst young people with 73% of those who expressed a more positive perception indicating they were somewhat or very likely to pursue a career in social care soon. This highlights the potential to increase recruitment by harnessing positivity and building more favourable perceptions of social care. Devi et al. (2021) also found that negative public perception was a barrier to employment in social care and this was also accompanied by a low perception of social care work by professionals within other sectors, further supporting the argument that positive perceptions of social care will increase recruitment into the sector.
Gable, Walker, and Wilkes (2021), report further recommended close collaboration between social care bodies, colleges, schools and local authorities, and the added benefit of co-ordinating this with national awareness-raising campaigns (Gable, Walker, and Wilkes, 2021). In practical terms they advocated for promoting awareness of entry-criteria, noting that many young people reported not pursuing a career in social care because they did not think they were qualified, whereas entry-level care jobs rarely require specific qualifications (Gable, Walker, and Wilkes, 2021). The authors advocate strongly for practical experience in encouraging young people into social care, citing success of placements in increasing young people’s awareness of what social care entails (Gable, Walker, and Wilkes, 2021).
As well as concerns about qualifications, Gable, Walker, and Wilkes (2021) identified that the key motivators for a career in social care included ‘knowing the job makes a difference’, ‘gaining satisfaction from caring for others’ and ‘being proud to work in the sector’. This is supported by international evidence that found promoting the prosocial qualities of working in social care would encourage more young people to work in the sector (Krutulienė, Okunevičiūtė and Gruževskis, 2022). Furthermore, Bottery et al., (2024) found social care providers are drawn to employing young people because young people are considered to be strong human rights and social justice champions, suggesting that the values-based qualities of care work can both draw young people to social care and providers to employing young people. This offers insight into what an effective recruitment campaign may highlight to attract young people into careers in social care. 
Hand et al. (2025) reviewed evidence looking at intergenerational strategies for increasing confidence and addressing ageism amongst college and university students. The evidence suggested that increased intergenerational contact led to young people gaining a greater understanding and empathy for older people. Many students showed ageist attitudes, anxiety, or discomfort, especially around older adults with dementia before starting intergenerational contact. The review indicated that, after participation, students reported reduced ageism, increased empathy and respect, as well as improved understanding of ageing. Particularly effective methods for intergenerational engagement include art, storytelling or drama. In addition, it was also important for students to have time for preparation and reflection activities. This was found to be especially beneficial when activities focused on self-expression and fostered an appreciation of diversity, as well as a sense of cultural pride shared between older and younger people. Crucially, this evidence presents a potential way of increasing interest or confidence in pursuing social care routes supporting older people, as there was a noted increase in age-related careers such as social care (Hand et al. 2025). The value of curating and developing intergenerational relationships are supported; 60% of those working in the sector cite the relationships they have formed with people using services as positively impacting on their decision to stay in the sector (Gable, Walker, and Wilkes, 2021). 
Devi et al. (2021) also found some evidence supporting the need for targeted recruitment, as hopes and expectations for a job role are different across generations. They noted that younger people may be more concerned that their job has ‘meaning’ and are responsive to more attractive and well-designed job advertisements. This is supported by Bottery et al. (2024) who also highlighted that social care providers rarely tailor recruitment to young people and suggest it is important to do so. Furthermore, Bottery et al. (2024) found social care providers are drawn to employing young people because young people are considered to be strong human rights and social justice champions.

Theme 2: Barriers to care work for young people
Swift and Teicke (2021) identified, in their review for Skills for Care, that the core barriers to social care recruitment are funding pressures, immigration policy, slow integration of health and social care, and the impact of COVID-19. Alongside these practical challenges, another identified barrier to entering the sector included a poor understanding of social care. Gable, Walker, and Wilkes (2021) also identified similar barriers including the perception of social care as low paid and low skilled work, fuelled by the financial instability of staff within the sector and perceived limited opportunities for development and progression. This research further identified that nearly half of the workforce (45%) were considering leaving their role because they did not feel valued within the sector (Gable, Walker, and Wilkes, 2021).
Devi et al. (2021) identified similar outcomes in their review focused on staff in care homes. They noted extensive evidence that barriers to working in the care sector included long and unsociable hours, low pay, unclear routes for progression, zero-hour contracts and the demanding nature of care work. At a policy level, the ongoing rhetoric around shortages of staff and the impact of this on the sector is, in itself, creating a barrier to those who may otherwise seek employment in the sector. 
Although not an evidence review, a study that was included in other evidence reviews had a strong relevance to this topic, and is therefore explored. Gallagher et al. (2022) aimed to explore the views of ‘Generation Z’ (those born between 1995 and 2015) on careers in care. Through focus groups conducted with 13 to 14-year-olds at schools in England, Russia, Ireland, and Japan, they identified core themes in perceptions of social care. The young people understood care as altruistic and a process of being present and active in supporting another. However, they also identified barriers to careers in social care. Participants in England and Ireland identified low pay as a barrier to a career in social care, observing that even if care roles brought personal satisfaction, this is not enough to counteract low salaries. Most young people said that they wanted to be able to support themselves and their families and expressed fears that this may not be possible with the low wages within the social care sector. Additionally, young people noted the disconnect between the intensity of labour involved in care work, and the pay that this afforded: they felt that there were easier careers which attracted higher salaries. Another theme raised by young people was around gender, with participants in all four countries understanding care to be ‘women’s work’. Young people expressed understanding that this was the result of a patriarchal society and expectations of care, however it was still raised as a barrier for young men to enter the social care sector. 

Participants in the Gallagher et al. (2022) study further identified that ‘stress’ was a barrier to working in social care, sharing the perception that it was a career that took a large mental and physical toll. Evidence from the Kings Fund suggests that young people who work in social care experience emotional and physical strain when they do the job well (Blythe and Bottery, 2024). Stress was also reported in relation to the potential to cause accidental harm to people who draw on care and support, and the responsibility of managing someone else’s care and holding the burden of their suffering without always being able to fully alleviate it. Heinonen et al. (2024) and (Heinonen et al. 2022) found social care work, and workplace conditions, were demanding for young people employed in the sector, attributing this to psychosocial strain, common mental disorders, and increased sickness absence in this population. This is supported by evidence from Sweden that also found young people employed in social care are at the highest risk for common mental disorders compared to their peers employed in alternate sectors (Björkenstam et al. 2021). This suggests there is a mental toll working in social care for young people, and that young people are aware of this, so much so that it discourages them from working in the sector.

Young people in England and Ireland both spoke about the negative portrayal of social care within news media, and how this negatively impacted their perceptions of working in the sector (Gallagher et al. 2022). There was also concern around work-life balance with young people perceiving that care roles required work on Christmas Day and left a lack of time and energy for family. As a practical consideration, young people have reported a lack of understanding of the diversity of careers within social care, and Gallagher et al. (2022) advocated for the importance of recruitment campaigns exploring and explaining the variety of careers within social care, and the diversity of potential career routes. Additional recommendations based on this study included ensuring younger people understand opportunities to work at the intersections of care and technology, as this is something young people were found to value in choosing a career. The final recommendation from this study was the use of case studies and stories to bring the sector to life for those who have not directly experienced it, and emphasise the ways in which individuals, families and communities value careers within social care. 
However, evidence suggests there are also barriers to care work for young people at the organisational level. It has been reported that social care providers are reluctant to employ young people as they consider the younger generation/s to lack life experience and require more support from management in comparison to older care workers (Bottery, 2023; Bottery et al. 2024). This suggests that work needs to be done with social care providers and management staff to change negative perceptions of younger workers as they may be creating barriers to young people seeking work in the sector.
Theme 3: Retaining young people in social care
According to the evidence-base, the main challenges for young people wanting to work in the social care sector is not around recruitment, but around retention - only 12% of care workers aged under-25 were still working in the sector in 2023 (Bottery, 2023; Mallorie et al. 2023). A report from Skills for Care found that 37% of new starters leave within 12 months and workers aged 29 and under are most at risk of leaving within this timeframe (Allan et al. 2022). The social care sector is impacted by high turnover, which has a negative impact on continuity of care (Gable, Walker, and Wilkes, 2021).
Additionally, co-production is noted as essential to good quality person-centred care, and this hinges on the relationships formed between the person receiving care and care workers, which is put into jeopardy through high staff turnover (Gable, Walker, and Wilkes, 2021). Evidence identified that the key factors which made staff look for an alternative role were 1) wanting more pay, 2) not feeling valued, and 3) a lack of progression (Gable, Walker, and Wilkes, 2021). Evidence from the Kings Fund also attributed the reasons why young people often left the social care sector was due to the high demands of the job role (Bottery et al. 2024). 

Whilst there is a clear link between pay and values, Gable, Walker, and Wilkes (2021) noted the importance of day-to-day recognition and strong relationships between managers and carers in making staff feel valued. Especially important was avoiding an ‘us and them’ mentality. Practical steps which were suggested to promote employees feeling valued included ensuring that staff are given enough notice of shift patterns, and fringe benefits such as recognition awards, bonuses or gym memberships. Whilst not specific to young people, increasing employee sense of value is suggested to improve staff retention across the workforce. Devi et al. (2021) also found that employer communication style was important for younger people working within care homes, with their evidence suggesting that younger people are likely to appreciate a communication style that keeps them informed and value the provision of regular feedback. 
Swift and Teicke (2021) in their review for Skills for Care, identified several challenges which contribute to low levels of workforce retention. These were not specific to young people but are likely to also apply to this demographic and included a lack of, or perceived lack of opportunities for development and progression. Economic considerations were also highlighted with challenges including low pay, job insecurity and poor terms and conditions. As solutions, they identified the importance of changing perceptions of social care, so that those who might be interested in these roles are aware of the reality and diversity of opportunity within the social care sector. They advocated for targeted national and local recruitment initiatives, alongside rapid recruitment initiatives. For retention they highlighted the importance of workforce planning and improving the offer within the role through improved job security and better terms and conditions. Some practical solutions were offered, including apprenticeships, and developing more diverse and tailored models of training, support and qualifications. Furthermore, the Skills for Care (2021) review noted the importance of explicitly highlighting the potential to progress and develop within a social care career through opening or highlighting career pathways and development opportunities. The evidence suggested value in ongoing coaching, mentoring and leadership development, and noted the importance of continued funding to support workforce development. 

Swift and Teicke (2021) further noted a potential for skills development in the workforce around digital skills, leadership skills, and also training to ensure the workforce are prepared in the event of another pandemic. Social work research also supports the need for a workforce that is digitally competent, calling for more digital training initiatives for young people entering the social work workforce (López Peláez, Erro-Garcés and Gómez-Ciriano, 2020). However, evidence reports that young people are often familiar with technology; ‘Generation Z’ were the first generation who grew up using technology, thus social care providers see this as one benefit of employing young people in the sector (Bottery et al. 2024). This is particularly relevant to rural social care systems where digital technology and digital care are being highlighted as potential avenues to solve challenges (Carson et al. 2024: 819). Thus, digital skills will be important in rural social care organisations recruiting young care workers. Outside of developing the skills involved in career progression, Swift and Teicke (2021) noted the importance of supporting wellbeing for staff retention, whilst noting that this also positively impacts the levels of care received. Vicarious growth in social care and social work students has also been attributed to social support (Ben‐Porat et al. 2020). In Swift and Teicke's (2021) review, suggestions for supporting wellbeing within the social care sector included peer support and networking and the development of designated mental health champions to drive this work forward and expand the potential reach of initiatives. At an organisational level their review advocated for the development of a helpline to support the workforce, as well as the development of resources such as toolkits to support wellbeing, and strategies to ensure that the workforce knows how to use and access these. Furthermore, Assmann et al. (2021) noted the importance of promoting emotional competence and social resilience when recruiting and retaining young people in work. However, evidence notes that young people working in social care often experience a lack of support from colleagues and managers despite peer and managerial support being key to the retention of young people in the workforce (Blythe and Bottery, 2024). Therefore, it is recommended that adult social care, as a sector, works on transforming organisational cultures to be more supportive of staff emotional wellbeing to retain young workers (Blythe and Bottery, 2024).  
The Care Provider Alliance and Local Government Association (n.d.) produced guidance around retention of staff aimed at adult social care providers. The briefing, which responded to the ongoing pressures that social care was facing around workforce recruitment and retention, offered practical action-oriented advice. Whilst not directly focused on young people, the suggestions contained within the guidance address some concerns that have been attributed to young people in other evidence. Practical considerations were key, with suggestions around flexible working, paying for expenses, and encouraging the uptake of annual leave. International evidence supports ideas around making social care working conditions more flexible in order to increase the desirability of working in the sector for young people (Krutulienė, Okunevičiūtė and Gruževskis, 2022). The advice given by the Local Government Association and Care Provider Alliance (n.d.) also included recruiting locally, as people are more likely to want to work in their local community, and being explicit in targeting those who may not have previously been in work. They encourage awareness raising around social care careers, for example through offering taster sessions and involving people who draw on care and support and their families. They also advocate for offering clear career and progression opportunities, rewarding good work and sharing this more broadly on social media to further increase public perceptions of the sector. As well as this, there were initiatives suggested to maintain wellbeing within the workforce through creating a culture of wellbeing and encouraging staff to share their concerns. The guidance also noted the need for more data evidencing the reasons for high staff turnover, and the importance of understanding and capturing the reasons people leave the workforce. 

Challenges
This review revealed a lack of research on the recruitment and retention of young people into social care and necessitated the use of evidence around young people from broader reviews and international literature. Devi et al. (2021) observed that there is little evidence available that focuses on specific groups and the required measures to recruit and retain specific groups within social care, for example, young people. Furthermore, they noted that there is little consideration of the broad range of roles and settings within social care, and that what works for a large organisation may not be the best strategy for a smaller organisation. This lack of granular detail presents a challenge when using evidence to target recruitment decisions and promote staff retention.

Edwards et al. (2022) argued that despite concerted effort to increase recruitment into social care more broadly, there are very few initiatives, and fewer that have been robustly trialled and evaluated, as most of the analyses are descriptive or explorative. This lack of robust, sustained evidence demonstrates the need for further examination of this area. Edwards et al. (2022) also reflected that much of the available evidence was from pre-pandemic, and that the nature of work and expectations has changed substantially during this period, meaning that more up-to-date exploration of workforce attraction and retention in social care is required.

The recruitment and retention challenges of young people in the social care workforce are often exacerbated in rural areas due to physical remoteness (Gibb, 2024). Social care staff in rural areas often have to offer diverse services in comparison to social care staff in urban areas (Pugh et al. 2007; Coleman, 2023). Carson et al. (2024) conducted a review on addressing the workforce crisis in rural social care. Rurality brings its own challenges in terms of transport and accessibility, as well as lower population density, meaning there is a lower local workforce to draw upon in recruitment. Cornes et al. (2011) looked at a training programme delivered in four rural care providers in Cumbria due to high staff turnover which focused on ‘personal effectiveness’, ‘mental toughness’, and ‘emotional loyalty’ (Cornes et al. 2011). They found the training programme was well received and improved leadership capacity and supervision (Cornes et al. 2011). Although not aimed at young people specifically, this suggests training initiatives aimed at improving supervision, leadership and management may help retain young people in social care jobs in rural areas. Furthermore, Gibb (2024) highlighted the need for more targeted recruitment campaigns to effectively recruit young people into the social care workforce in rural areas. Therefore, current evidence emphasises the sparsity of information about rurality and social care jobs. However, evidence does recommend that training in staff support and targeting recruitment to young people may help recruit and retain young people in rural social care.

Successes
Despite the sparsity of robustly evaluated initiatives, and evidence targeted specifically at recruiting and retaining young people within the social care sector, there were several identified initiatives that seemed to have a positive impact on recruitment. These included the I Care… Ambassadors which focused on building realistic expectations from career roles before entering the sector, as well as the Care First Career Pilot which gave unemployed young people the opportunities to build the basic skills required to begin their career journey into social care (Edwards et al. 2022). Whilst these evaluations are unfortunately not recent and therefore do not consider the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic or the changing career expectations of younger people, they do provide some hope around the potential for innovations to positively impact the uptake of careers in social care for young people. Reports that young people value careers that make a difference and the opportunity to ‘help people’ within their career offers further cause for optimism about the potential for this generation joining the social care workforce in greater numbers (Gallagher et al. 2022).

Conclusion
The social care sector is facing challenges around workforce recruitment and retention, and a clear message from the evidence reviewed is that there are fundamental systemic issues at the heart of this challenge. To recruit young people, the social care sector needs to improve public perceptions and understanding of the rewards and diversity of roles within social care, perhaps with a focus on opportunities to work at the interface of social care and technology. Crucially, there needs to be open and honest discussions around pay and progression to address the perception that social care is a demanding career, and the salaries do not match this. Similarly, opportunities for flexible working, ensuring that notice is given for shift patterns and offering reliable contracted hours would likely increase uptake of young people working in this sector. Without these fundamental shifts in social care ways of working, initiatives aimed at recruitment may have limited success. This review further highlighted the sparsity of research specifically looking at young people in the social care workforce, and this evidence would be valuable in ensuring that recruitment is well targeted and leads to recruiting staff who stay within the sector.
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