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Introduction
The national health service (NHS) is a fundamental part of the United Kingdom’s healthcare system, providing universal care to millions of people in England, Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland. However, in recent years, the NHS has faced increasing pressure due to extreme staff shortages. These shortages have been widely recognised as one of the most significant challenges affecting service delivery, staff wellbeing and thereby having a direct effect on patient health. According to recent workforce data, there are over 100,000 vacancies across NHS England, demonstrating a substantial gap between workforce capacity and healthcare demand (House of Commons Library, 2026). This issue has been further intensified by an ageing population, increased demand for services, and the long-term impact of the COVID-19 pandemic.
This report aims to critically examine NHS staff shortages in the UK, focusing on their causes, impacts, and significance. The aim is to evaluate credible sources, discuss appropriate research methodologies, and explore data collection methods. This report will also reflect on the importance of this issue in relation to professional development within health and social care.
Task 1 of 4 – Selection of a research topic
NHS staff shortages represent a critical issue within the UK health and social care sector. Despite efforts to recruit more staff, demand for healthcare services continues to outpace workforce growth. Factors such as an ageing population, increasing prevalence of chronic conditions, and rising patient expectations have placed additional strain on the NHS (The King’s Fund, 2025). As a result, vacancy rates remain consistently high, particularly in nursing, general practice, and specialist roles (NHS Digital, 2025).
The impact of staff shortages is widespread. Patients are directly affected through longer waiting times, delayed treatments, and reduced quality of care. In some cases, understaffing can compromise patient safety and lead to poorer health outcomes. Healthcare professionals are also significantly affected, experiencing increased workloads, stress, and burnout.
Research suggests that working in understaffed environments contributes to low morale and higher staff turnover, creating a cycle that worsens shortages (Royal College of Nursing, 2025). Additionally, healthcare organisations face increased financial pressure due to reliance on temporary agency staff.
This issue is particularly important as it highlights the interconnected nature of workforce planning, patient care, and organisational efficiency. I chose this topic because it is highly relevant to current healthcare challenges and aligns with my studies in health and social care. Understanding workforce shortages is essential for my future career, as it will enable me to contribute to improving service delivery and staff wellbeing.


Task 2 of 4 – Evaluating information sources
Three credible sources were used to explore NHS staff shortages. Firstly, NHS Digital (2025) provides official workforce statistics, including staff numbers and vacancy rates. This source is exceptionally reliable due to its government affiliation and use of large-scale data. It is particularly useful for identifying trends over time and understanding the scale of the issue. However, a limitation is that it focuses primarily on quantitative data and fails to explore the underlying causes of staff shortages in detail. 
Secondly, the House of Commons Library (2026) offers a comprehensive overview of NHS workforce issues, including policy context and detailed analysis of vacancy rates. This source is valuable as it provides a balanced and well-researched perspective, with the use of multiple data sources. It helps to contextualise workforce shortages within broader healthcare policy and considers funding challenges. However, it lacks detailed insight into the lived experiences of healthcare professionals.
Thirdly, The King’s Fund (2025) provides in-depth analysis of workforce challenges, including recruitment, retention, and workforce planning. As an independent think tank, it offers critical insights and policy recommendations. This source is particularly useful for understanding the causes of staff shortages. Examples of this include poor working conditions and limited career progression opportunities. Both of which can significantly affect the staffing levels and can deter those considering the role.  However, as an analytical source, it may include some level of interpretation or bias. Therefore, it is important to consider this when using such sources.
Overall, these sources complement each other by providing both statistical data and critical analysis. However, gaps remain in the research, particularly regarding individual staff experiences, the regional variations, and the long-term effectiveness of workforce policies. These highlight the need for further research with the use of a combination of methodologies.
Task 3 of 4 – Research Methodology
Research methodologies are essential for investigating complex healthcare issues such as the issue of NHS staff shortages. Quantitative research involves the collection and analysis of numerical data, such as workforce statistics and vacancy rates. This method is useful for identifying trends, measuring the scale of the issue, and supporting evidence-based decision-making (NHS Digital, 2025).
Qualitative research, on the other hand, focuses on understanding individual experiences, perceptions, and behaviours. Methods such as interviews and focus groups can provide valuable insights into staff experiences, with focus on workload, stress, and job satisfaction (Royal College of Nursing, 2025). This type of research is valuable and equally as important for exploring the underlying causes of staff shortages.
A mixed-methods approach combines both quantitative and qualitative methods. This will overall offer a more comprehensive understanding of the issue at hand. For this research topic, a mixed-methods approach is most appropriate. Quantitative data can highlight the extent of staff shortages, while qualitative data can explain why they occur and how they affect individuals. This approach allows for a more holistic analysis and supports the development of effective solutions.
Using mixed methods also enhances the validity and reliability of the research, as findings can be triangulated across different data sources. However, it may require more time and resources to implement effectively.
Task 4 of 4 – Data Collection
Data collection is a crucial aspect of research. There are two types of data to consider in such research, primary and secondary data. Primary data refers to information collected directly by the researcher, with the inclusion of surveys, interviews, or observations. Whereas secondary data refers to existing information that is collected by other organisations, such as NHS reports and workforce statistics (NHS Digital, 2025).
For this research, a combination of primary and secondary data would be used. Secondary data is valuable as it provides reliable, large-scale information on staffing levels and trends. It is also cost-effective and easily accessible through various sources.  Due to this, it also considerable skips the process of data collection and recording, which can in some cases be a considerable lengthy process. However, an area it fails to consider are the experiences of healthcare professionals.
Primary data, such as surveys or interviews with NHS staff, would provide deeper insights into the causes and impacts of staff shortages, as well as first hand experiences. It would allow the researcher to explore issues such as workload, job satisfaction, and reasons for leaving the profession. However, collecting primary data can be time-consuming and may also require the aspect of ethical approval.
[bookmark: _Int_XRaw19Yl]The main advantage of combining both data types is that it provides a more comprehensive understanding of the issue. However, challenges include ensuring data accuracy, maintaining confidentiality and managing time constraints. Ethical considerations, such as informed consent and data protection, are also essential when collecting primary data.

Conclusion
In conclusion, NHS staff shortages remain a significant and ongoing challenge within the UK healthcare system. The issue affects patients, healthcare professionals, and organisations, highlighting the need for effective workforce planning and policy interventions. This report has demonstrated the importance of using credible sources, in conjunction with appropriate research methodologies, and robust data collection methods to understand and address the issue. A mixed-methods approach is particularly valuable as it provides both statistical evidence and personal insights. Addressing staff shortages is essential for improving patient outcomes, supporting staff wellbeing, and ensuring the long-term sustainability of the NHS.
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