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The NHS is experiencing a severe workforce crisis characterised by staff shortages, increasing service demands, and financial pressures (NHS England, 2023). The COVID-19 pandemic further intensified these challenges, heightening workloads and psychological strain among healthcare workers (NHS Staff Survey, 2023). Despite ongoing initiatives, many NHS employees continue to face burnout, reduced morale, and intentions to leave the profession. This study will conduct secondary research to analyse existing evidence on staff perceptions of burnout, morale, and retention, aiming to identify key challenges and gaps in current understanding (King’s Fund, 2022). Recent research indicates that systemic pressures, such as inadequate staffing and limited resources, have a profound effect on workforce sustainability and staff wellbeing (West et al., 2020; Robertson and Cooper, 2013; Health Foundation, 2024).

1) Aim:
The primary aim of this research is to critically analyse secondary evidence on NHS workforce pressures, focusing on staff perceptions of burnout, morale, and retention. The study seeks to consolidate existing findings from academic literature, surveys, and policy reports to understand key factors affecting staff wellbeing and workforce sustainability within the NHS.

2) Objectives:
• Define and examine the nature and causes of NHS workforce pressures as identified in secondary research.
• Analyse how staff perceptions of burnout and its impacts are reported in surveys, reports, and academic studies.
• Evaluate the evidence on morale, organisational culture, and their relationship with staff retention and performance.
• Provide recommendations for improving staff wellbeing, morale, and retention strategies within the NHS, based on identified research gaps.
These objectives will guide a structured review of existing sources to develop a comprehensive understanding of current workforce challenges.


3) Background/Rationale:
The NHS faces a critical workforce crisis characterised by staff shortages, increasing workload, and declining morale. The NHS Long Term Workforce Plan (NHS England, 2023) highlights the need to expand the workforce and improve retention. Despite such initiatives, many NHS professionals continue to report burnout and job dissatisfaction (NHS Staff Survey, 2023). The COVID-19 pandemic intensified these challenges, exposing vulnerabilities in workforce wellbeing and organisational support systems. Burnout is strongly linked to emotional exhaustion, depersonalisation, and reduced personal accomplishment (Maslach and Leiter, 2016), which can affect patient care quality and organisational outcomes (West and Coia, 2019; Robertson and Cooper, 2013). While numerous reports and studies explore workforce issues, the evidence remains fragmented across different sources. This research is significant as it synthesises secondary data to provide an integrated understanding of staff experiences, identifying key factors influencing burnout, morale, and retention. The findings will help inform future workforce strategies aimed at improving staff wellbeing and patient care outcomes within the NHS (Health Foundation, 2024; West et al., 2020).

4) Methods:
This study will employ a secondary research approach using academic journals, NHS reports, and policy documents. Sources will be selected based on relevance, credibility, and publication within the last decade (2015–2024). A structured search using databases such as PubMed, Scopus, and CINAHL will identify studies focused on NHS staff experiences. Thematic synthesis (Thomas & Harden, 2008) will be used to analyse recurring themes such as burnout, morale, and retention. Ethical considerations include proper citation, transparency in interpretation, and adherence to academic integrity by avoiding plagiarism and respecting copyright guidelines.

5) Resources:
· NHS Digital and NHS England online databases
· Academic databases: PubMed, Scopus, CINAHL
· University library resources
· Microsoft Word/Excel for analysis

6) Timescale:

	Week
	Activity

	Weeks 1–2
	Literature search and selection

	Weeks 3–6
	Thematic analysis and data extraction

	Weeks 7–10
	Drafting findings and discussion

	Weeks 11–14
	Critical review and refinement

	Weeks 15–18
	Developing conclusions and recommendations

	Weeks 19–22
	Reviewing sources and updating analysis

	Weeks 23–24
	Proofreading and editing final draft

	Weeks 25–26
	Final submission and reflective evaluation









7) Self-reflection as researcher:
The researcher demonstrates strong analytical skills and a solid understanding of academic research processes. Their ability to evaluate and interpret secondary data provides a strong foundation for this study. However, the researcher recognises that synthesising large volumes of literature can be challenging, particularly in identifying patterns across diverse data sources. To address this, they plan to apply structured thematic analysis techniques to ensure a systematic and critical approach. Throughout this research process, the researcher aims to further develop critical appraisal and academic writing abilities, alongside improving time management and organisational skills. Engaging in this project will also enhance their capacity to interpret complex workforce data and contribute meaningfully to discussions surrounding NHS staff wellbeing, morale, and retention.
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