
  01 July 2010 Page 1 of 16 



Strategic context report 

Introduction  

1 The Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC) is the regulator for nurses and 
midwives in the UK. We exist to safeguard the health and wellbeing of the public.  

2 The following report provides an update on the strategic context in which the NMC 
operates. The purpose of this document is to outline themes and trends to allow 
the Council to identify emerging regulatory challenges.  

Public protection  

3 The United Kingdom (UK) population stands at 61.4 million.1  Recent increases in 
births, decreases in deaths and changes in the pattern of migration have 
contributed to a 0.5 per cent year on year population growth. As migration is 
concentrated at young adult ages, it is assumed the level of net migration affects 
the number of women of childbearing age and consequently the projected number 
of births.2 The population is projected to increase to 65.6 million over the 10 year 
period to 2018.3 

4 England is the most populous of the UK countries, accounting for 84 percent of the 
population, followed by Scotland (eight percent), Wales (five percent) and 
Northern Ireland (three percent).4  

5 Nearly 80 per cent of the population live in urban areas,5 with population density 
one of the highest in the world.6  

6 UK mortality7 and infant mortality8 is at its lowest ever recorded rate, and life 
expectancy at birth is at its highest ever for both males and females.9  However, 
despite improvements, rates of death in the under fives10 and premature 
mortality11 remain poor compared to some other European countries.  

7 The fertility rate is at its highest ever since 1973, with particular rises in the 
number of older mothers and mothers born outside the UK,12 both of which can 
pose risks to maternal and child health.13 This has been accompanied by an 
increasing number of complex births and potential challenges, including substance 
misuse and obesity, in many areas.14 

8 There are differences in health outcomes, including life expectancy and infant 
mortality, between socio-economic groups. Material conditions, lifestyle choices, 
access to health services and social inequalities are all highlighted as contributory 
factors.15 

9 On average, black and ethnic minority communities experience worse health 
outcomes than white communities.16 There are also inequalities in both receipt of 
maternity services and reproductive outcomes for women from minority 
backgrounds.17 

10 The population is ageing18 and experiencing more years of poor health.19 The 
number of people with long term conditions is rising 20 with the number of people 
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with dementia in particular placing demands on mental health and other 
services.21 

11 Trends in heavy drinking, obesity and sexually transmitted diseases are not 
improving, particularly amongst young people.22 The recession is also projected to 
have a significant negative impact on public health and mental health.23 Health 
promotion and preventative measures, particularly at a local level, are likely to be 
of continuing importance.24 

12 Expectations of health and social care services amongst the public are rising.25 
Recently UK governments have sought to give clearer powers to patients in terms 
of what they can expect from services.26  

13 Patient centred healthcare, with individuals playing an active role in decision 
making and their overall experience of care being considered, has led to a growth 
in patient feedback and involvement.27 Self-management, particularly by those 
with long term conditions, and moving care into the community setting have been 
growing policy themes.28  

14 Internationally there has been a growing emphasis on patient safety and learning 
from adverse incidents,29 with a variety of UK campaigns and programmes to 
improve safety.30 The new government has emphasised the importance of 
providing clear information for patients in driving up patient safety.31 

15 Healthcare continues to dominate public discourse, with experiences of poor care 
often highlighted in the media.32 High profile organisational failings, such as that at 
Mid-Staffordshire NHS Foundation Trust, also receive widespread attention and 
evince public concern.33 Despite this, there is evidence that service users and 
patients are often unwilling or fearful to make complaints or raise concerns.34 

16 The scale of public service cuts and the potential impact on services and nursing 
and midwifery staffing levels, are particular concerns for patients and support 
organisatons.35 A number of organisations have called for transparency in 
decision making and greater involvement from the public in service change. 

Nursing and midwifery  

17 There are currently 665,287 nurses and midwives on the NMC’s register. This 
includes 638,766 registered nurses and 27,154 registered midwives. There are 
also 38,778 people on more than one part of the register.36  

18 The population on the register is ageing, with one in three being over the age of 
50. The impact of this cohort reaching retirement age is projected to have a 
significant impact on the community sector in particular.37 

19 The majority of nurses and midwives work within the NHS.38 Nurses and midwives 
also work in a range of other settings, including the voluntary and independent 
sector. The growth of these sectors in the delivery of health and social care is 
likely to continue.39  
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20 Since the removal of adult nurses and midwives from the government occupational 
shortage list in 2006 there has been decline in the number of international 
applicants.40 The number of EEA applications has remained stable since 2007, 
with nurses and midwives from the newer EU states making up an increasing 
proportion of EU applicants.41 

21 The nursing and midwifery workforce accounts for the largest share of NHS 
spending, including over £13 billion spent in 2009 on NHS pay and pre-registration 
education.42 Measures to increase nursing productivity and improve quality have 
been introduced.43  

22 Modernising nursing careers and Midwifery 2020 have provided a UK wide 
framework to examine the future of the professions across the four countries, 
including education, career structures and workforce development.44  

23 Since the 1990s nurses in particular have been taking on more advanced roles45 
which is likely to continue following the impact of the European Working Time 
Directive on junior doctors’ availability.46 Midwifery roles, already autonomous and 
with prescribing powers, have changed less dramatically.47  

24 Across the health sector assistant practitioners and health assistants are being 
used more widely.48  

Regulatory Sector  

25 Over 80 regulatory bodies exist in the UK.49 Additionally there are a number of 
voluntary regulators and professional bodies.  

26 The government have announced plans to cut the overall number of public bodies. 
Initial attention has focused on the economic development and educational 
sectors.50 Steps have already been taken to abolish the General Teaching Council 
for England.51 

27 Recent changes in healthcare regulation include the establishment of the General 
Pharmaceutical Council as the new regulator for pharmaceutical professionals in 
England, Scotland and Wales. In April 2010, the Health Professions Council (HPC) 
widened regulation to its fifteenth profession.52 To reflect a growing role across 
health and social care it has been proposed that the HPC is renamed the Care 
Professions Council.53 

28 There have also been changes to widen the remit of some systems regulators.54 
Legislation is underway to establish two new Scottish scrutiny bodies for social 
care and healthcare services.55 The Care Quality Commission (CQC) in England 
have broadened their regulation from April 2010 to include independent healthcare 
providers. The government has indicated that they will strengthen the role of the 
CQC so it “becomes an effective quality inspectorate”. Monitor will be developed 
into an economic regulator.56  

29 The Office of Health Professions Adjudicator (OHPA) was created as a legal entity 
on 25 January 2010 and is expected to become operational, making decisions on 
fitness to practise cases brought by the General Medical Council (GMC), from 
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April 2011.57 The functions of the Postgraduate Medical Education and Training 
Board (PMETB) transferred to the GMC on 1 April 2010. 

30 The GMC have recently closed their consultation on their revalidation proposals.58 
The new government has committed to the revalidation process and has asked for 
pilots in England to be extended by a further twelve months.59 

31 The European Commission (EC) has launched an official review of the Directive 
on the recognition of professional qualifications, which is due to conclude by 2012. 
The new government has stated that they will seek to stop foreign healthcare 
professionals working in the NHS unless they have passed robust language and 
competence tests.60 

32 A new network of European nurse regulators and educators are due to research 
the legislation governing the training, regulation, and scope of practice of support 
workers across Europe. The International Confederation of Midwives (ICM) will 
shortly launch standards for the regulation of midwives.  

33 The government announced their intention to implement the findings of the 
Calman Commission, recommending that the regulation of all health professions 
be reserved to Westminster.61 They also intend to review and scale back the 
vetting and barring regime.62  

Education and training  

34 Eighty-four institutions currently provide nursing and/or midwifery programmes. In 
addition, the NMC has approved 493 specialist practitioner programmes, 256 
teaching programmes and 202 prescribing programmes. The majority of European 
countries offer one level of nursing recognised by the competent authority, with 
some non-EU countries offering two.63  

35 In 2008-2009 there were 171,395 nursing students64 – up from less than 60,000 in 
1994-199565 – by far the largest group of healthcare students. 

36 Nursing and midwifery students are often older than those on other courses.66 
Recent figures suggest attrition rates of around 28 percent on pre-registration 
nursing courses, are broadly in line with other courses but with considerable 
variation.67 

37 Overall applications to universities have risen for the fourth year running with 
applications to nursing degrees up by 74 percent. Non-degree programmes have 
also seen rises in applications.68  

38 In 2007, the NMC moved to a risk-based approach to quality assure UK nursing 
and midwifery education programmes. In 2007-2008, 74 percent of the programme 
providers inspected received good or outstanding grades across the five 
assessment areas, rising slightly to 79 percent in 2008-2009. Trend analysis noted 
innovative approaches to partnership working, progress reporting, practice 
learning and service user and carer involvement.69 
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39 Monitoring revealed challenges in the application of Standards for supporting 
learning and assessing in practice (SLAiP), failure to incorporate changes to the 
curriculum in response to new standards and weaknesses of ensuring consistency 
in mentor judgments. In addition, preparation of mentors or practice teachers, 
accuracy and completeness of mentor registers, and preparations for triennial 
review were also noted.  

40 Retention, an ageing workforce and the limited opportunities for progression 
without leaving clinical practice have led to a focus on clinical-academic careers.70  
New, more flexible, clinical research career structures for nurses and midwives are 
being developed across the UK71, which are designed to support the pursuit of 
both clinical and academic work.72   

41 The EU directive on the recognition of professional qualifications sets down the 
minimum training standards for the education of nurses responsible for general 
care, and midwives. These standards relate to the length and content of training 
programmes. This is currently under review. 

Legislation  

42 The Nursing and Midwifery Order 200173 (the order) which established the NMC 
has been subject to a number of amendments, many of which have been minor 
consequential amendments arising from other legislation and were needed to 
ensure consistency. 

43 There have been two substantial sets of amendments: 

43.1 The European Qualifications (Health and Social Care Professions) 
Regulations 2007,74 implemented, in part, Directive 2005/36/EC, which 
concerns the recognition of professional qualifications.75 

43.2 The Nursing and Midwifery (Amendment) Order 200876 was primarily 
concerned with implementing the recommendations in chapter one of the 
White Paper, Trust, Assurance and Safety – the Regulation of Health 
Professionals in the 21st Century, which dealt with the governance and 
accountability of the regulators. It was these amendments that provided for 
the smaller, fully appointed NMC Council. 

44 In 2009, The Health Care and Associated Professions (Miscellaneous 
Amendments and Practitioner Psychologists) Order 200977 made a number of 
further amendments, primarily relating to removing the strategic role of the 
Conduct and Competence Committee, thereby leaving the three practice 
committees to deal solely with allegations regarding fitness to practise. 

45 The Department of Health is in the process of agreeing the content of the next 
batch of amendments for all the regulators. Currently, it is expected that a draft of 
the Section 60 Order making these amendments will be issued for consultation 
this summer. The amendments to our order pick up on a number of changes that 
the NMC asked for a number of years ago. The Department of Health is expecting 
to start work on amendments to the fitness to practise legislation for all the 
regulators later this year. 
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46 The Equality Act 201078 replaces the existing anti-discrimination laws with a single 
Act. It simplifies the law, removing inconsistencies and making it easier for people 
to understand and comply with it. It also places additional duties on the public 
sector to comply with. 

Policy initiatives  

47 Since devolution there have been divergences in both health policy and NHS 
structure between the four UK countries. Patients’ rights and the commitment to 
improving patient experience, transition of care to the community, a focus on care 
quality and partnership working and better integration of care are common 
themes.79 

48 Structurally, the ‘internal market’ model in England differs from those based on 
collaboration and partnership in Scotland and Wales, and integrated health and 
social care in Northern Ireland.80 

49 The new coalition government outlined a legislative programme which will focus on 
deficit reduction, economic growth, a reform of public services and encouragement 
of individual and social responsibility. Social enterprises, charities and co-
operatives will have a greater role in public services. There will be greater local 
control in decision making and a reduction in the number of public bodies.81 An 
emergency budget will be announced on 22 June 2010.  

50 In England, the new government has made clear its commitment to driving up 
standards of health care and focusing on outcomes, creating an NHS led by 
clinical decision-makers that is more responsive to patients, and fostering 
continuous quality improvements. The proposed Health Bill will also introduce 
measures to “focus more on patients, ensuring they genuinely share in making 
decisions about their care and have more choice and control”.82  

51 In addition to proposed changes to the role of CQC,83 the coalition government 
has committed to the removal of central targets and has emphasised local 
accountability.84  

52 In England, the new government has pledged to cut the number of healthcare 
quangos,85 and to downgrade Strategic Health Authorities (SHAs) and create an 
independent NHS Board to allocate resources.86  

53 Welsh health services have recently been reorganised to create single local health 
organisations that are responsible for delivering all healthcare services within a 
geographical area.  

54 The new government has made clear its intention to increase the number of health 
visitors by 4,20087 as part of its commitment to early years interventions.  

55 A commission will be appointed to consider a sustainable long-term structure for 
the operation of social care in England.88 

56 2011 will see elections for the Scottish Parliament and the Welsh Assembly.  
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NMC performance 
57 The Council for Healthcare Regulatory Excellence (CHRE) published an audit 

report of the fitness to practise systems of all professional healthcare regulators, 
including the NMC in March 2010. Feedback highlighted the continuing need to 
focus on the quality of NMC customer service. 

58 The NMC continues to address the areas highlighted in the CHRE 2008 action 
plan including an ongoing review of governance, embracing new technology to 
improve operational performance and increased engagement with key 
stakeholders. Future work will focus on the successful delivery of revalidation. 

59 Recognising the key role of employers in public protection, advice and information 
for employers of nurses and midwives was published in March 2010.  

60 The NMC has achieved its financial recovery target in April 2010, which will clear 
the inherited shortfalls from the UKCC.  
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