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[bookmark: _Toc214288119]Introduction                                                                                                                       
Rising inflation and slow wage growth have created significant financial pressure across the UK, affecting both individuals and health and social care providers. Vulnerable groups often struggle to afford essentials such as food, heating, and housing, while organisations face rising costs and staff shortages. This research explores how the cost-of-living crisis impacts people who rely on health and social care services, focusing on their health, wellbeing, and access to support. It examines who is most affected, why further research is needed, the chosen research methodology, and suitable data collection approaches. The study also aims to provide practical insights to improve support and strengthen the sector.
[bookmark: _Toc214288120]Research Topic Identification 
The UK’s cost-of-living crisis has become a significant challenge for public health and social care systems since 2021. Characterised by rapid inflation, steep energy bills, and increased food prices, this crisis has placed many households under severe financial pressure. In early 2024, UK inflation was reported at around 4%, with food prices having risen by over 25% since 2021 (Office for National Statistics, 2024). Energy bills also remain nearly 60% higher than pre-crisis levels, placing additional strain on low-income households. Evidence indicates that rising prices have worsened inequalities, increased demand for care, and placed financial and emotional strain on both service users and professionals (Institute for Public Policy Research, 2025). Rising living costs are deepening poverty and worsening health outcomes across the UK. Those reliant on health and social care services such as older people, disabled individuals, and families with chronic health needs are particularly vulnerable, as they often depend on fixed or limited incomes.
The rise in living costs has made it harder for individuals to meet basic needs such as food, heating, and transport, all of which are important for maintaining good health. The crisis has also increased pressure on health and social care services. Financial stress, poor diet, and unstable housing have made people’s physical and mental health worse (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2024). At the same time, care providers are struggling with higher costs and fewer staff, which has led to reduced services and, in some cases, closures (Health Foundation, 2022).
The cost-of-living crisis affects many groups within the UK’s health and social care system. Older people, disabled individuals, and low-income families often find it difficult to afford necessities. Many care workers, who are paid close to the minimum wage, are struggling financially and facing increased stress (Unison, 2023).
Health and care organisations also face increasing costs and cuts in local authority funding (NHS Confederation, N D). The Adult Social Care Workforce Reform Policy (Department of Health and Social Care, 2023) aims to address some of these pressures by improving pay, training, and recruitment, but implementation remains limited due to budget constraints. Policymakers are challenged to manage limited resources while still providing fair and equal care for everyone. Researching this issue is crucial because the cost-of-living crisis is deepening long-standing health inequalities. Lower-income households are already more likely to experience poorer health, shorter life expectancy, and higher dependency on public services (Marmot, N D). However, there is limited research on how the current economic situation is influencing people’s access to and the quality of health and social care services. Tackling the cost-of-living crisis will require sustained investment in the health and social care workforce, including fair pay, better working conditions, and increased local authority funding. Greater coordination between health and social care providers is also needed to deliver more effective and joined-up support for those in need.
[bookmark: _Toc214288121]Three Key Sources Supporting this Research
· The King’s Fund (2023):
This source explores how the cost-of-living crisis has affected health and wellbeing across the UK, using recent data and case studies. It provides credible evidence on the growing link between financial hardship, poor health outcomes, and increased pressure on health and care services. The King’s Fund also offers valuable policy perspectives, helping to explain how national and local systems are responding to these challenges.
· Health Foundation (2022):
The Health Foundation analyses how rising inflation and living costs have deepened existing health inequalities. It highlights how reduced access to essentials such as food, housing, and heating directly harms people’s wellbeing. The organisation also examines the financial strain on NHS and social care providers, noting that higher operational costs and staff shortages are limiting service capacity. This source reinforces the view that the cost-of-living crisis is both a social and public health concern.

· Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2024):
This source provides up-to-date evidence on poverty and inequality, particularly how these issues relate to health and social care outcomes. It offers detailed statistics on food insecurity, fuel poverty, and low-income households, showing how economic pressures affect daily life and wellbeing. The Foundation’s research gives strong contextual support for this study, helping to connect economic data with real-life experiences of individuals and families affected by the crisis.
[bookmark: _Toc214288122]Research Methodology                                                                       Research methodology refers to the systematic approach used to collect, analyse, and interpret data to answer a research question (Bryman, 2016). In health and social care, three main types of research methodology are commonly used which are qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods. Qualitative research focuses on understanding experiences, opinions, and behaviours, often through interviews, focus groups, or case studies (Silverman, 2020). Quantitative research, in contrast, focuses on numerical data and statistics, using surveys, experiments, or secondary statistical datasets (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Mixed-methods research combines both qualitative and quantitative approaches to provide a more comprehensive understanding of an issue (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
For this research, a qualitative methodology is most appropriate. The aim is to explore the lived experiences of people affected by the cost-of-living crisis, including how financial pressures influence their health, access to care, and coping strategies (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2024; Health Foundation, 2022). Semi-structured interviews or focus groups will allow participants to share their personal experiences, offering insights that numerical data alone cannot capture. This methodology is more suitable than quantitative approaches because it provides depth and context, highlighting the real-life impact of financial hardship on individuals and service provision.
Ethical considerations are central to this approach. Participants’ confidentiality, informed consent, and emotional wellbeing will be safeguarded (Bryman, 2016; Silverman, 2020). Transparent analysis and flexible methods will ensure credibility and provide a detailed understanding of how economic pressures affect everyday life within the UK health and social care system. This will also help the research give a clearer and more honest picture of what people are going through.
[bookmark: _Toc214288123]Data Collection                                                                                     
Data collection can take two main forms which are primary and secondary. Primary data refers to information gathered first-hand by the researcher, such as through interviews, observations or surveys, and offers direct insight linked to the research question (Bryman, 2016). Secondary data comes from information that already exists, like government reports or academic research, and it helps show bigger patterns that support the study. Using both types of data together can help build a stronger understanding of the issue, as primary data provides personal experiences while secondary data offers a wider national context.
This research will mainly use primary data collected through semi-structured interviews with service users, care workers, and health professionals. Interviews give people the chance to explain in their own words how money problems affect their daily lives, health, and access to care, giving more detail than numbers can. This method makes it possible to explore people’s personal experiences and understand the different ways the cost-of-living crisis impacts their wellbeing. Secondary data will also be used to support the findings from the interviews. Information from reliable sources like The King’s Fund and the Office for National Statistics will help compare what people say with national data, making the research stronger.
Ethical considerations are central to this approach. Participants’ confidentiality, informed consent, and emotional wellbeing will be protected throughout the whole research process (Bryman, 2016; Silverman, 2020). It is important that participants feel safe, respected, and able to speak freely during interviews. Also, speaking to different types of people will help build a clearer and more complete understanding of how the cost-of-living crisis affects them, which will make the results more important and trustworthy.
                                                                                                                                             

[bookmark: _Toc214288124]Conclusion                                                                                                                   
This study has explored how the cost-of-living crisis affects service users within the UK’s health and social care system. Using a qualitative approach with interviews provided in-depth insights into personal experiences, while secondary data offered broader national context, ensuring findings are both personal and evidence based. The results highlight that rising living costs place significant strain on vulnerable individuals and increase pressures on care staff and organisations. Policymakers and care providers must prioritise targeted support for those most affected, fostering resilience within communities and the wider health and social care sector. Future research should continue to examine the experiences of service users and staff, ensuring that policies are informed by real-life evidence. By addressing the underlying causes of economic hardship, the UK can move towards a fairer, more resilient, and sustainable health and social care system that safeguards the wellbeing of its most vulnerable people.
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