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Introduction 

One of the biggest social reforms in British history is the NHS, which was founded in 1948. 

The three guiding principles of universality, equity, and accessibility served as the foundation 

for the idea that everyone should have access to healthcare, regardless of financial situation. 

The NHS, which was mostly financed by taxes, sought to lower the cost of medical and dental 

care. By implementing new technologies, increasing preventive services, and upholding its 

original goal of offering comprehensive, high-quality healthcare at no cost at the moment of 

delivery, it has changed over the years to meet the shifting requirements of society. 

NHS history 

Modifications to fight disease The National Health Service Act of 1948 As a result, the following 

achievements were made: The National Health Service (NHS) has provided free access to doctors, 

dentists, opticians, and hospitals since its establishment in 1948. People who had previously been 

unable to pay for care were waiting in line at optical stores, dental offices, and doctor's offices. The 

following were the limits of this: Before the NHS, there were 7 million prescriptions per month; by 

September 1948, that number had risen to 13.5 million. The NHS was costing £358 million a year by 

1950, which compelled the government to drop its free plan and start charging for eyeglasses and 

dental care. (slide 30, Session 1, 11 September 2025) 

The NHS Synopsis • In 1948, the NHS was established in the wake of World War II. • It 

guaranteed everyone access to free medical care when they needed it. • Since its founding, 

the NHS has seen significant change. • Since it started operating, the public has high 

expectations for it. • The way people are treated and supported in the health care sector and 

subsequently in the social care sector has changed significantly due to advancements in 

medicine. • The NHS is now more accountable as a result of shifting expectations. • The most 

unique aspect of the NHS is its overarching value premise of "care, free for all." (slides 33, 

Session 1, 11 September 2025) 

Current Structure (England) 

• Integrated Care Systems (ICSs): These are the fundamental units, responsible for 

planning and delivering local NHS services and integrating health and social care.  

• Integrated Care Boards (ICBs): Within ICSs, ICBs hold statutory responsibility for 

commissioning most local NHS services and budgets.  

• Place-based partnerships: These are local arrangements within ICSs that bring 

together primary care, community, mental health, social care, and hospital services to 

plan and deliver joined-up services.  

• Primary Care Networks: Groups of GP practices that work together with other primary 

care services to provide joined-up care.  

• NHS England: Provides national leadership and sets national direction on service 

improvement, standards, and accountability.  

https://www.google.com/search?rlz=1CAYKUD_enGB1060GB1060&cs=0&sca_esv=4f58605518abfa49&sxsrf=AE3TifNKhTIz7aAfxHTsLfFACcq5_LEEIg%3A1759747251534&q=Primary+Care+Networks&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjLrJ2usY-QAxU8U0EAHWSwA0MQxccNegQIFBAB&mstk=AUtExfCKJk8Zxqc8YGMyqqUwFnrC2sOCwoFkV51NrE4ad8tLH-SkJCo8jTZww23uVgh_ozUVC09MhboeKQZKTurrdSoNoBpRR4Kx03ObC6-l0vwHXdW3NYdcsQxF2VJ786FKWGRrJBjv01wj6szqQ7wvl_6NP8iVCAcbiqFgZ2i700NCfwXYyBlNGd3SiG3gXMXyV9YIIWLRBchuRBOgBJqYr8tlHCwhtHOPvu_WfhyQh2VGYELHwqm0MeeWWpx6wXrK0rTrrZcb2aZR75oFWplJykoV&csui=3


   
 

  4 
 

• Care Quality Commission (CQC): A regulatory body that registers, inspects, and 

rates health and social care providers to ensure safety and quality. (Parkin, Harker and 

Powell, 2020) 

Key Functioning Challenges 

• Demand Pressures: An ageing and growing population, along with rising rates of 

chronic conditions like obesity and diabetes, significantly increases demand on 

services.  

• Rising Costs: The cost of new drugs, treatments, and advanced medical technologies 

puts immense pressure on NHS finances.  

• Pandemic Aftermath: The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated existing pressures, 

leading to significant disruptions and a long recovery period where performance hasn't 

returned to pre-pandemic levels.  

• Integration: Despite structural changes aimed at improving it, fully integrating health 

and social care services remains a complex task, with a risk of the system remaining a 

"patchwork of organizations".  

• Workforce Challenges: Ensuring a sufficient and skilled workforce across the system 

is a significant ongoing challenge, with the Secretary of State having a new statutory 

duty to assess and report on workforce needs. (NHS 2023). 

Conclusion 

The NHS began as a bold experiment in universal welfare, grounded in ideals of equity 

and solidarity in the wake of war, shaped by political consensus and public demand. 

Its fundamental tenets—universality, free at the point of delivery, and clinical necessity 

over financial means—remain firmly established.  

The NHS structure and functioning today must navigate many tensions: maintaining 

those founding principles while adapting to modern pressures demographic change, 

limited resources and rising public expectations. 
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