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The purpose of this research is to examine the growing issue of long NHS waiting times and their impact on patient outcomes and wider health and social care services. NHS waiting lists have reached record levels in recent years, raising concerns about delayed treatment, worsening health conditions, and increasing pressure on social care. This research aims to explore both the scale of the problem and the lived experiences of individuals affected by prolonged waits. The scope of the study includes analysing national waiting time data, reviewing current evidence from key health policy organisations, and considering the broader implications for health inequalities, service capacity, and patient wellbeing. By combining quantitative and qualitative insights, the research seeks to develop a comprehensive understanding of the causes, consequences, and potential solutions to this critical issue.









A major current issue in the UK health and social care sector that requires investigation is the impact of long NHS waiting times on patient health, service accessibility, and social care demand. NHS waiting lists have reached record levels, with millions of people waiting for elective (non‑urgent) treatment, diagnostics, and specialist appointments. These delays can lead to deterioration in health, increased disability, avoidable complications, and greater pressure on both primary care and social care services (NHS).
The NHS waiting list in England reached 7.7 million people in September 2023, the highest on record. As of October 2025, 7.40 million cases were on the elective waiting list, with only 62% of patients seen within 18 weeks—far below the NHS constitutional standard of 92% (the house of common library).
Long waits contribute to patient harm, increased healthcare demand, worklessness, and widening inequalities, particularly affecting people in deprived areas. Workforce shortages, high demand, and the long‑term effects of COVID‑19 continue to exacerbate delays (the house of common library).
The King’s Fund (2024) reports that long waits are associated with worsening health, increased disability, and greater pressure on emergency and social care services.
These delays have significant consequences. Patients may experience deterioration in physical and mental health while waiting for treatment, leading to avoidable complications and increased long‑term care needs. The Health Foundation (2024) highlights that long waits disproportionately affect people with long‑term conditions, older adults, and those living in deprived areas, contributing to widening health inequalities. Workforce shortages, rising demand, and the long‑term effects of COVID‑19 continue to exacerbate the backlog (Nuffield Trust, 2024).
Given the scale and complexity of the issue, further investigation is needed to understand the root causes of persistent waiting times, the impact on patients and carers, and the effectiveness of current strategies aimed at reducing backlogs. This makes NHS waiting times a critical area for research within health and social care.
Research into NHS waiting times is essential because the scale of the current backlog represents one of the most significant challenges facing the UK health and social care system. Investigating this issue is therefore crucial to understanding how delays contribute to avoidable harm and widening health inequalities.
NHS England – Referral to Treatment (RTT) Waiting Times Statistics:
This is the primary and most authoritative source of data on NHS waiting lists. It provides monthly national statistics on how many people are waiting for elective (non‑urgent) treatment, how long they have been waiting, and whether NHS targets are being met.
The King’s Fund – “Understanding NHS Waiting Lists”

The King’s Fund is a highly respected independent health policy think tank. Their analysis helps you understand why waiting lists are so high and what this means for patients and services. They translate complex data into accessible insights, which strengthens your ability to critically analyse the issue.
The Health Foundation – NHS Performance and Waiting Times Analysis

The Health Foundation provides detailed research on how waiting times affect health outcomes, inequalities, and service demand. Their work is especially useful for linking NHS delays to wider social care pressures and population health — which strengthens your justification for research.
Quantitative Research
Quantitative research focuses on the collection and analysis of numerical data. It aims to measure variables, identify patterns, and test relationships using statistical techniques. Key characteristics:
· Uses structured tools such as surveys, questionnaires, and experiments
· Produces numerical data (e.g., percentages, frequencies, correlations)
· Emphasises objectivity, reliability, and replicability
· Often involves large sample sizes
Qualitative Research
Qualitative research explores non‑numerical data, focusing on people’s experiences, meanings, and perspectives. It aims to understand how and why certain phenomena occur, rather than measuring them.
Key characteristics:
· Uses interviews, focus groups, observations, and open‑ended questions
· Produces rich, descriptive data (e.g., narratives, themes, quotes)
· Emphasises depth, context, and lived experience
· Often involves smaller, targeted samples.
For this research, a mixed‑methods approach will be adopted. This combines both quantitative and qualitative methods to provide a more comprehensive understanding of NHS waiting times and their impact on patients and services.
Quantitative methods are essential because NHS waiting times are primarily measured through large‑scale numerical datasets, such as the NHS England Referral to Treatment (RTT) statistics. Using quantitative data allows the research to identify the scale of the problem, measure changes, and compare waiting times across regions or services. This aligns with the need to understand the systemic nature of the backlog (NHS England, 2023; King’s Fund, 2024). 
However, quantitative data alone cannot capture the lived experience of patients affected by long waits. Qualitative methods—such as interviews, focus groups, or thematic analysis of patient narratives.
  Quantitative data shows what is happening (scale, trends, patterns).
· Qualitative data explains why it matters (experiences, consequences, inequalities).
· Combining both strengthens validity and provides a richer, more holistic understanding.
· It aligns with the complexity of the issue, which spans clinical, social, and emotional dimensions.
Given that NHS waiting times affect both service performance and individual wellbeing, a mixed‑methods design ensures the research captures both the structural and human aspects of the problem.
Conclusion:
The research highlights that long NHS waiting times represent a significant and growing challenge within the UK health and social care system. National data shows that waiting lists have reached record levels, with millions of people experiencing delays in accessing essential treatment (NHS England, 2023). Evidence from independent organisations such as the King’s Fund (2024) and the Health Foundation (2024) demonstrates that these delays contribute to worsening physical and mental health, increased disability, and widening health inequalities—particularly for older adults, people with long‑term conditions, and those living in deprived areas. The findings also show that prolonged waits place additional pressure on social care services, as individuals often require more support while their health deteriorates. Given the complexity of the issue, a mixed‑methods approach is justified, as it allows for the combination of robust quantitative data with rich qualitative insights into patient experiences. Overall, the findings emphasise the urgent need for further investigation to understand the causes, consequences, and potential solutions to NHS waiting times.
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