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Project Background
IMPACT is a UK Centre for implementing evidence in adult social care, with the vision that ‘good support isn’t just about ‘services’ – it’s about having a life.’ It works across the four nations to strengthen how evidence is used in practice, build workforce capacity and skills, and support collaboration between stakeholders in the sector. A core approach to achieving this is through Facilitator projects, which are twelve-month, place-based partnerships with local organisations. Facilitators work on the ground to lead evidence-informed Theory of Change projects that support bottom-up improvement and cultural change within services. These projects draw on a broad definition of evidence, including research, lived experience and practice knowledge, with findings and learning shared across the sector to support wider adoption and replication. 
The Encouraging Young People to Develop Careers in Social Care Facilitator project was hosted by the University of Stirling in partnership with Border Links, based in Berwick-upon-Tweed. Border Links is a community enterprise company that aims to provide local opportunities to support social and economic inclusion for people with learning disabilities. The focus of this 12-month Facilitator project was to encourage more younger people to consider and develop careers in adult social care by demonstrating the diversity of opportunities available and to break down some of the perceived barriers that prevent young people from pursuing careers in social care. 
Pre-Project Evidence
An IMPACT evidence review was undertaken at the start of the project which examined academic and policy- and practice-relevant ‘grey’ literature to establish an initial evidence base. The evidence identified revolved around four key themes: 
Barriers to care work for young people
Poor understanding of care work presents an important barrier to the number of young people considering entering the sector. Other, more practical-level barriers, include long and unsociable hours, low pay, unclear routes for progression, use of zero-hour contracts, the demanding nature of the work, and public discussions of staff shortages and the impact of this. Evidence from an international study showed that there are easier careers with higher salaries than care work, and that care work is considered ‘women’s work.’ Work-related stress and the potential to cause accidental harm also present barriers, as do negative perceptions of young people among potential employers. 
Strategies for increasing young people’s knowledge and interest in social care
Young people often start working in social care by chance rather than by choice. However, a range of innovations have shown success in increasing the numbers of young people who opt to pursue social care careers. These have focused on increasing young peoples’ knowledge of the sector, improving public perception of care work, collaboration between interested organisations, promoting awareness of entry criteria for care work, and intergenerational strategies. 
Strategies that help recruit young people into social care careers
Targeted recruitment initiatives can be helpful for recruiting young people into social care careers. The I Care... Ambassadors programme, which asked current social care staff to speak to students in schools and colleges, and the Care First Career Pilot, which provided pre-employment training, helped improve recruitment and retention. The evidence also described how young people value jobs where they can help people and make a difference to their lives. Moreover, to recruit young people, the sector must have honest discussions about pay and progression, offer flexible working and reliable hours, and improve shift planning. 
Retaining young people in adult social care work
One of the main challenges in increasing the number of young people working in social care is retaining those who currently work in social care. Retention directly impacts on continuity of care and staff frequently leave social care work because of low pay, not feeling valued, lack of opportunities for progression and the high demands of the role. Evidence about the retention of young people remains limited and most of the existing evidence dates from pre-2020. Living in a rural area can also present challenges owing to a lack of transport options for young people living in remote areas. 
Key evidence gaps
The evidence review also described the need for more evidence about targeted recruitment strategies and training initiatives and programmes aimed at addressing the underrepresentation of young people in the workforce. Post-Brexit restrictions on the employment on migrant workers and staffing pressures following the Covid-19 pandemic were also noted to have exacerbated existing difficulties in recruiting and retaining staff, however most of the published evidence available focused on the pre-2020 situation, highlighting the need for more recent evidence of the challenges and facilitators to young peoples’ entry and retention in social care careers. 
A copy of the evidence review can be found via this link:  https://impact.bham.ac.uk/delivery-models/facilitators/encouraging-young-people-to-develop-careers-in-social-care/ 
Project Engagement: How Did we Collect Evidence?
Project activities focused on gathering and implementing evidence from a variety of stakeholders, including social care professionals, young people not working in social care, unpaid carers, and people with lived experience of using services. Engagement with stakeholders took various forms to accommodate varying levels of interest and knowledge, accessibility requirements and differing ages, and ranged from one-to-one conversations, responding to online surveys and involvement in video making. 
Engagement with Border Links staff (social care professionals)
It was important to establish a relationship with Border Links staff before starting any further engagement activities. Therefore, the Facilitator took advantage of introductory visits to members’ groups to meet informally with staff. This initiated a number of contacts which, in turn, led to the one-to-one conversations between the Facilitator and individual staff members that focused on discussing the difficulties and benefits of working in adult social care. 
An online survey sent out to Border Links staff also sought opinions on social care and attracting young people into it. Border Links staff were also invited to reply to emails which were sent out to all staff, asking for their opinions on working in social care and what might both encourage and discourage young people to work in the sector. 
In order to seek wider perspectives on social care from staff working in adult social care or with an interest in adult social care, postcards (100) were distributed at local events and in various venues. A focus group involving Border Links staff and other local professionals with an interest in the project was also held in March 2026 to gather evidence and views about the types of events and locations that work best for engaging young people who might be thinking about their future careers. 
Engagement with Border Links members (lived experience of using services)
The Facilitator met members at the groups they attended within Border Links:  Border Links runs groups on themes such as ‘enterprise,’ ‘moving on,’ ‘life skills,’ and ‘marketing,’ comprising activities such as working in an allotment, cooking, crafts, art, financial skills and trips to places of interest. The groups are based in Kelso (Scotland), Duns (Scotland), Cornhill (England), Amble (England), and in two venues in Berwick-upon-Tweed (England). At these meetings, the Facilitator gathered members’ views about the people who work with them in adult social care during open, collective conversations that took place around a table. Border Links staff assisted some members to communicate their views, while other members used an iPad or handheld white boards. 
The Facilitator also organised four craft workshops with members, with the aim of getting to know the members better and to open conversations about what good care means to them. Using people-shaped cardboard cut outs and magazine and book pages, members made a series of collages which represented the range and variety of interests held by Border Links members and the personal qualities and interests of their ‘ideal care workers.’ Words and phrases frequently used on the collages include ‘love,’ ‘be you,’ ‘amazing,’ ‘I am kind,’ and ‘you got this,’ while images included smiling faces, sports, musicians, food, animals, and landscapes.
Engagement with young people
The Facilitator engaged with a total of 158 young people aged between 14 and 24 at a series of four workshop events in June-July 2026 that were organised as part of the project. These events aimed to gather young peoples’ views about adult social care, deepen their knowledge of adult social care and increase their awareness of possible careers within the sector. Two were held in local schools (Berwick Academy and Eyemouth High School) with students aged between 14 and 18, and one was held at Connect, Berwick Youth Project which aimed to engage young people aged 18-24 who had already left school. 
Engagement with other stakeholders
Individual conversations were held with professionals working in local employability projects and a care home. The Facilitator was invited to attend two recruitment events and a Jobcentre staff meeting where she spoke to a number of organisations and individuals with an interest in employability and recruitment. The Facilitator also attended the meetings of North Northumberland Network which is hosted and organised by North Northumberland Voluntary Forum. This provided useful opportunities for speaking to colleagues working in the voluntary and statutory sectors within the local area, many of whom provide social care and wider support.
A summary of the numbers of participants who were engaged using each method of engagement is presented in the table on the following page:







	Table 1: Overview of evidence gathering activity and participants


	Participant group
	Method of engagement
	No. of people engaged

	Border Links staff
	Online surveys
	12

	Wider social care staff and others with links to social care
	Postcards (with stamps) and four questions
	
31

	Border Links members
	Introductory group conversations
Collage workshops
Video making workshops
	40
26
6

	Young people 
	Presentations, activities and information stands
	158

	Other stakeholders
	Two presentations: North Northumberland Network meetings
	49


	
	Discussion at a DWP meeting and follow-up email correspondence
	8

	
	Online focus group with local youth project staff and volunteers
	4

	Total
	
	N=334*


*Note: Some participants engaged in more than one activity
Findings
The following themes emerged from the evidence gathered throughout the project. 
Barriers to working in social care for young people
Barriers for young people considering careers in social care includes stigma around being a care worker, which was mentioned by most participants. Others were low pay and a lack of knowledge and experience of social care roles. Another barrier is that some social care qualifications are only available to those over the age of 19. Staff from an employability project explained that many care providers will not accept volunteers under 18 years of age, which can hinder young people’s ability to increase their experience of adult social care work. The reputation of social care work was widely noted as significant and linked to existing stigmas about working in social care: for example, media reports are often negative and focus on how exhausted care home staff are, furthering ideas that adult social care involves hard work for very little pay. 
An important barrier particular to the local area was the challenge of cross border working, with stakeholders highlighting how there is not enough cross border working between organisations, companies and authorities on each side of the England/Scotland border. For example, one worker in an employability project noted how she was trying to work with similar neighbouring projects to bring training to low population areas on either side of the border but that funding for these projects is frequently prevented from being used in Scotland if granted in England. This can result in such projects not being able to achieve their goals or having to duplicate services available nearby. Two other challenges significant to the local area that were highlighted and linked to the challenges of working in social care in rural locations more generally were the lack of affordable transport for young people to travel to work, and a lack of joint working across providers covering a vast area. One care provider explained their staff are expected to attend their office north of Newcastle for induction training, which is a round trip of at least two hours and forty minutes for staff living in Berwick.
Challenging young peoples’ negative perceptions of adult social care work
Challenging young peoples’ negative perceptions of social care work represents a fundamental step for increasing young peoples’ interest in careers in adult social care. When asked the question about what would encourage young people to want to work in social care, Border Links members often replied with the question, ‘Why wouldn’t people want to work with us?’ Therefore, experience, getting to know, and building relationships with service users, especially young adults who use services, can help challenge false beliefs about social care being ‘routine,’ ‘boring’ and ‘only involving working with older people.’ Emphasising that social care does not only revolve around providing personal care is also important as discussions with young people with no previous experience of people who use services revealed many believed that working in social care was solely about providing personal care, which they found off-putting. Increasing awareness of the diversity of activities that care workers can engage in over the course of an average week can further help demonstrate how social care can be varied, interesting and fun. Highlighting how young peoples’ existing interests and skills in activities such as music, sport and art are particularly welcomed by those using services with similar interests can also appeal to young people who want to ‘give something back to their community’ as well as help challenge false beliefs about the nature of adult social care work. 
Increasing young peoples’ awareness of how social care can offer a flexible career path for young people and one which they can enter into at any time and at various levels challenges stigmas about social care work that are based on assumptions that social care is ‘low skilled work’ and for people with ‘no alternative’ career options. 
Increasing young peoples’ knowledge of careers in social care
Younger people said that having friends or family members who already do the job, encourages them to consider it. Young people who had family members who had experience of receiving care and those who had already taken part in relevant work experience or volunteering also had greater knowledge of what working in social care involved: for example, in the group discussions, the input from young people who had family members who had received care and support showed they already knew that it involved much more than providing personal care. 
Young people said they also enjoy gaining knowledge through work experience or volunteering. Those who volunteered alongside family members who work in social care or had arranged their own work placement said that volunteering and work experience gave them an opportunity to meet people with lived experience and try out aspects of the work to see if it suited them. It was also suggested that developing and promoting work experience or volunteering opportunities for young people in partnership with other local organisations including schools and youth projects can help give young people better knowledge of what social care actually involves. 
What might help recruit young people into careers in adult social care? 
People with lived experience said that they like their workers to be kind, caring, interested in them and their views about life. While the energy and zest for life associated with young people was important to them, specific age mattered less. 
Similarly, staff at Border Links and other social care professionals said that people with caring and dynamic personalities are most suited to careers in the sector. Qualifications were welcomed and important but experience and personal qualities were seen to matter the most. Therefore, anyone hoping to recruit to social care jobs would really benefit from appealing to young people’s personal qualities, values and interests and offer opportunities for young people to gain experience of adult social care. They also recommended reaching out to young people at locations and spaces where they feel comfortable and already attend, such as schools, sports centres and youth project venues. Payment of the living wage is linked to improved recruitment and retention rates: one care home manager stated that the local authority in her area pays higher rates to care homes if they pay the living wage to staff and explained how retention rates for her care home had improved after an increase in wages. One organisation with a healthy advertising budget also found that reaching out via increased amounts of advertising very much improved the numbers of people applying for work in adult social care. 
Other social care professionals explained rural employability projects in north Northumberland and the Scottish Borders that promote working together and pooling resources may help attract training initiatives where training providers require a minimum number to run a course, including training for adult social care. This may help with both the recruitment and retention of young people. 
Project outputs and outcomes
Outputs
A series of outputs were co-produced from the evidence collected. 
· Video
A six-minute musical video was produced with Border Links members in Kelso to demonstrate how, although working in social care can be hard, it is also rewarding, full of variety and a lot of fun. The Border Links group were already experienced in video making and enthusiastic to co-develop a video highlighting the qualities their ideal support worker should have, the fun that one can have working with them, and the range of activities that their support workers do with them as part of their role. 
Over a series of sessions, the Facilitator led the group of 6 – 9 members (depending on attendance) to create a mood board, a storyboard, and a script. A Border Links staff member wrote an original song to be included in the video. Several rehearsals and filming sessions took place and the video was then edited into its final six-minute form. Recordings of interviews with Border Links members and staff feature in the video, along with still photos of the group taking part in everyday activities within their community. 
· Hints and tips sheet on using collages 
Teachers from Border Links were interested in the use of the collages used during the project more generally, as a helpful way for members to express themselves. A hints and tips sheet on using collages was developed for them. 

· Events for young people to increase their knowledge of social care careers
Four events for younger people, some co-produced with local youth projects were  designed to raise young peoples’ knowledge of social care and their awareness of careers in social care, including the range of roles and opportunities available. These events varied in location and format and represented opportunities to try out different approaches and gain feedback in different ways. 
· Health and Wellbeing Day at Eyemouth High School (Scotland): In partnership with Connect, Berwickshire Youth Project, the Facilitator delivered three presentations to 16 students. Youth project staff explained the support it provides both now and when young people are moving on to adult life and IMPACT staff shared a ‘True/False: Facts about Social Care’ quiz game and the video that was co-produced with Border Links. This was followed by short group discussions with the students. During discussions, some students revealed they previously had misapprehensions about care work, but that the presentation had made them reconsider it: some thought it sounded better paid and more interesting than they had assumed while others were surprised by the variety of interests held by Border Links members and how they often matched their own.
· Careers fair at Berwick Academy (England): Using an information board, the Facilitator presented the project findings, an adapted version of the True/False: Facts about Social Care quiz game, and engaged small groups of young people in discussions about social care. Approximately 130 students visited the stand, aged between 13 and 18. Feedback from the young people placing sticky dots on a Likert Scale showed how this discussion had affected their views about social care work in a positive way (see appendix 1). 
· Berwick Youth Project (England): The Facilitator attended the youth project building with the same information stand used at the Berwick Academy careers fair (above). Unfortunately, this drop-in session was not well attended by young people. However, a parent called in to discuss options for her adult child, and a professional from the Scottish Borders supporting pupils from Berwick visited to see if there were any useful contacts they could make. 
· Connect, Berwickshire Youth Project: This event consisted of a presentation to a group of 12 young people attending Berwickshire Youth Project. The young people were interested in the information but were distracted by other activities offered at the same time. However, although they were less engaged by the formal presentation, they were keen to have more informal conversations with the Facilitator about working in social care. 
Together these events indicated the value of attendance at school career fairs and of using interactive activities to encourage discussion about the varied nature of social care work      
· A tips sheet on recruiting young people
 This summarises the insights gained from the work of this Facilitator project about the ways in which young people might be attracted into social care (see appendix 2).

Outcomes
The main objective of this project outlined in the Theory of Change was to see more younger people considering undertaking careers in adult social care and understanding the range of jobs and opportunities available. 
· Short-term outcomes
Young people who attended the events were, for the most part, interested and engaged and the project activities and outputs appeared to have increased young peoples’ knowledge and interest in careers in adult social care and challenged pre-existing negative views and beliefs about social care. In particular, most young people who attended the events were surprised to learn: of the low percentage of people under 25 years old working in the sector; that qualifications are frequently not required for starting a career in social care; the range of options available for someone considering a role in the sector; that wages are frequently above the minimum wage; and about the size of the sector and that a large number of people work within it. A myth-buster sheet from a previous IMPACT project about men in social care was of interest to young people and provided a starting point for conversations about gendered roles and expectations about the ‘kind of person’ who works in social care. The collages presented as part of the learning session or information stand also raised awareness of the varied interests that Border Links members had and the similarities to their own interests. The video presented at Eyemouth High School and at the Berwickshire Youth Project was watched with enthusiasm and comments were made about how much fun the people in the video were having. In one session, some young men joined in with the song by singing along to the subtitled lyrics. It was also clear from comments made during the discussions that, in general, young people were surprised in a positive way about the realities of working in adult social care. An example of this was when two young women who stated they were interested in women’s and LGBTQ+ rights expressed how they were pleased to hear how the sector is evolving to become ever-more inclusive and that activism is a welcome asset for improving social care. 
Some students at the Berwick Academy careers fair expressed interest in offers of learning units in social care at Newcastle College and NHS apprenticeships in adult social care and a number stated they would now consider working in the sector. Students at Eyemouth High School also commented following the presentations about how they increased their knowledge of adult social care. They also openly reflected on how their own personal qualities and skills could be an asset to working in the sector and stated how they were now more open to considering a career in adult social care. This was also evident in the written feedback provided where young people said:, ‘This was the first time I learned about it [adult social care]. I think I could do it.’ and ‘I think it would be something I may consider’ (Student sat Eyemouth High School). The school governor also said it was great to see such a variety of different options for the students and that the evidence was presented in a creative and engaging way for young people.
· Short-term outcomes for Border Links 
Short-term outcomes for Border Links are that they now have a video demonstrating the variety and reality of working with its members, which can be used in recruitment activities. A staff member from Border Links who was involved in co-producing the video fed back how the video validated their work.
· Short-term outcomes for other stakeholders
Other stakeholders working in or with an interest in adult social care have also expressed an interest in using the video in their own recruitment efforts. In addition, a care academy representative and a recruitment specialist from Northumberland County Council joined IMPACT staff for a discussion about the findings of the project and were offered ongoing contact with IMPACT to discuss how they can use the findings, outputs and learning from the project to help them reach out to young people. Another social care professional from Northumberland County Council who attended the project presentation at the careers fair fed back that the project findings really confirmed for them what they thought the issues were and remotivated them to work towards addressing these issues again. In addition, while the North Northumberland network run by North Northumberland Voluntary Forum was already a well-established network, the project activities also helped them improve their connections with local schools, particularly in relation to collaboratively organising events at careers workshops and at a school wellbeing day.
· Medium- and longer-term outcomes 
In the medium to longer term, the project may contribute to more younger people being employed in adult social care, especially in rural areas with traditionally limited options for employment. This could potentially lead to people who draw on care having carers more in tune with their interests and being of a similar age which, in turn, could also potentially improve  consistency of support and personalisation and quality of care. The connections made during the project between social care professionals and people working in local youth projects, schools and rural enterprises could also have the potential to lead to new and improved ongoing collaboration aimed at enhancing opportunities for young people to learn more about social care as well as for the development of new, local work experience and volunteering opportunities. For example, a representative from Northumberland County Council explained to IMPACT staff how, following the project, they now wish to try to develop more opportunities that are social care focused and that they would try to creatively devise future work experience placements to provide young people with opportunities to sample different social care roles and work across different settings within a single work experience placement. 
Revisiting the Evidence Review
The findings from this project reflected the evidence from the evidence review. However, while the majority of evidence reviewed was from pre-2020, evidence gathered during the project provided additional insight into current barriers to careers in social care for young people, the ways in which young peoples’ perceptions, knowledge and experience of working in adult social care can be enhanced, and what may be helpful for recruiting more young people into adult social care. 
Consistent with the findings of the evidence review, the project showed how low wages, negative false beliefs about the diversity of social care work and a lack of public appreciation for social care work act as barriers to young peoples’ entry into social care careers, and that increased wages and highlighting the diversity of career opportunities available may help improve the recruitment of young people. The project similarly showed how improved perceptions of adult social care amongst young people by enhancing young people’s knowledge of the sector, could to make the sector more attractive to young people. 
The project also adds to the evidence from the review by showing how young people want to make a difference to the lives of others and highlighted the importance of appealing to young peoples’ personal qualities, values, skills and interests and how these are welcomed assets and shared by the people who receive care and support. The evidence gathered during the project also adds to the existing evidence base by showcasing the extent to which schools’ and youth projects’ involvement in offering information about social care careers could make a difference to young peoples’ interest and willingness to pursue careers in social care. The project also added new insights about how rurality influences career choices and how specific barriers exist for young people living in rural areas who want to pursue careers in adult social care.
Implications for Wider Policy and Practice 
The findings from this project have relevance beyond Border Links for  other social care stakeholders as they reveal how limitations in young people’s knowledge about what adult social care and other barriers to considering careers in adult social care might be addressed. 
· School careers fairs and other and similar school events: Those working in recruitment can bridge the knowledge gap by attending and presenting information about the sector in interactive and creative ways at events aimed at young people. 
· Voices of people who draw on social acre support: This project demonstrated the value of working with people who draw on support to coproduce materials about their lives and their support in promoting social care as a career choice.  
· Addressing wider barriers: Educational institutions and local authorities could also build on this to making learning and training more accessible to young people by providing targeted funding and transport options. Additionally, local authorities should support rural employability projects to help young people who are restricted in their career options by where they live.
More generally, the project highlights the value of co-produced approaches to initiatives aimed at improving adult social care as it provides an important and inclusive means through which people who draw upon support can communicate and input their opinions as to what they want.  Yet, while the project has been successful in showing that the knowledge barrier can be overcome and that co-production of resources is central to achieving this goal, ongoing engagement with practitioners, communities and partner organisations will be important to maintain the message that co-production is valuable for all involved and that reaching out to young people to increase their knowledge of the sector and of the range of careers available is effective for overcoming existing barriers to their consideration of careers in adult social care. 



Appendices
Appendix 1
[image: ]


Appendix 2
Tips for recruiting and keeping young people in adult social care

Before recruiting:
· Consider co-production of advertising materials. Materials featuring people with lived experience can help to dispel myths about the sector.
· Lack of experience can prevent young people applying. Think about offering work experience sessions or longer-term volunteering. Your local volunteer development agency can advice on volunteering. 
· Offer taster and information days.
When recruiting:
· Be open and transparent about pay scales and career paths. 
· Let young people know what the benefits of working for you are, for example, free meals, free parking, annual increases, loyalty bonuses. 
· Try to offer as much flexibility as possible within the constraints of the job.
· Be clear about any training or qualifications available and if this is paid for and if study leave is available.
Induction and early days:
· Make sure that induction includes things that you may consider ‘common sense;’ for example, how PAYE works and how or if phones should be used while working. 
· Consider offering a mentoring system with a designated staff member. Train the staff member in their mentoring role. 
· If personal care is required in the role, make sure the young person has all the correct training before starting. Many young people can manage this aspect of social care but need to be guided carefully.
Ongoing marketing recommendations:
· Include photographs of young people on websites and social media. 
· Include people with lived experience in photographs and videos.
· True stories about young people working in adult social care can make a real impact on social media. 
· Taking part in school and college careers fairs can be productive. Try to have interactive activities for the young people because these can help to start conversations. 
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