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Introduction

The UK's public health system, known as the National Health Service (NHS), is currently facing significant challenges related to increased waiting times for specialist consultations and treatments. In the British model, patients often need to consult a General Practitioner (GP) first before being referred to specialists, which can prolong access to treatment. Recent data indicate that millions of patients are on waiting lists in the NHS (NHS England, 2026). This report will look at the problem of waiting times, discuss who is affected and why it is important, critically assess the credibility of the sources used, explore qualitative research methodology, and look at the importance of primary data collection to understand patients' experience in the health and social care system (The King's Fund,  2025).
 
Task 1 – Selection of the Research Topic 
One of the main current challenges in the UK healthcare system is the increasing waiting time for specialist consultations and treatments in the NHS. After being seen by a General Practitioner (GP), many patients are referred to specialists but face significant delays due to the high demand for services and limited resources available (The King's Fund, 2025).
According to NHS England, millions of patients are currently on waiting lists for hospital treatment (NHS England, 2026). This scenario demonstrates that the problem is not temporary, but structural within the health system. In addition, factors such as staff shortages, an aging population, and an increase in chronic diseases contribute to the continued growth of waiting lists (ONS, 2026).
This problem directly affects patients, as delays in treatment can aggravate health conditions and negatively impact emotional well-being. Prolonged waiting can lead to anxiety, uncertainty, and frustration, especially in cases of untreated conditions (BBC News, 2024). Health professionals are also affected, as they face greater pressure due to the overload of the system, which can influence the quality of care provided.
This theme is relevant because it highlights structural challenges in the health and social care system and raises questions about equity, access, and quality of services. In addition, understanding this problem directly contributes to professional development, allowing for a more empathetic, patient-centered, and evidence-based approach in future practice.
 
Task 2 – Evaluation and Validation of Sources 
To analyse the problem of waiting times in the NHS in an academic way, it is essential to use reliable, up-to-date and relevant sources. In this study, different categories of sources were selected, including official statistics, independent analyses, demographic data, and scientific literature. NHS England was used as the main source of quantitative data. This organization publishes official statistics known as Referral to Treatment (RTT), which follow strict standards of quality, transparency, and up-to-date (NHS England, 2026). This data is considered reliable because it goes through validation processes and is produced by a government entity responsible for managing the health system. The King's Fund was used to provide a critical analysis of the problem. Unlike NHS England, this organization interprets the data and explains its causes. According to the King's Fund, factors such as a shortage of professionals, increased demand, and the impact of the pandemic contributed to the growth of waiting lists (The King's Fund, 2025). This allows us to understand the problem in more depth. The Office for National Statistics was used to contextualize the problem within population changes. As the UK's leading statistical body, the ONS provides reliable data on population ageing and public health (ONS, 2026). These data demonstrate that the demand for health services tends to increase. In addition to these sources, BBC News was used to present the social impact of the problem. Although it is not an academic source, it contributes to demonstrating how the topic is discussed publicly and how it affects people's lives (BBC News, 2024). To strengthen academic validity, scientific literature was also used. The study by (Rivas et al. 2025) demonstrates that delays in the health system have a significant impact on patients' quality of life. In addition, authors such as Green and Thorogood (2018) highlight the importance of qualitative research to understand individual experiences, while Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) emphasize the use of interviews as a method of data collection. Mays and Pope (2000) emphasize the need to ensure validity and reliability in qualitative research. Overall, these sources are reliable and complementary. However, the predominance of quantitative data highlights the need to include qualitative approaches to better understand patient experiences.
 
Task 3 – Research Methodology 
 Research methodology refers to the strategies used to investigate a problem in a systematic and rigorous way. In the context of health, it is essential to use methods that allow understanding both the dimension of the problem and its impact on the lives of patients. Quantitative research is based on the analysis of numerical data and allows for the identification of patterns and trends, such as the number of patients on waiting lists (NHS England, 2026). However, despite its usefulness, this type of approach does not capture the individual experience of patients. On the other hand, qualitative research focuses on people's experiences, perceptions, and feelings. According to Green and Thorogood (2018), this type of research is essential to understand how individuals interpret their experiences in the health system. Methods such as interviews are particularly effective for collecting detailed data (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). In addition, the quality of qualitative research should be evaluated based on criteria such as credibility, reliability, and validity (Mays and Pope, 2000). These criteria ensure that the data is consistent and relevant. Recent studies reinforce this approach. Rivas et al. (2025) demonstrate that delays in the health system significantly affect the quality of life of patients. In this way, the qualitative methodology allows for a deeper, patient-centered analysis based on scientific evidence.
 
Task 4 – Data Collection 
Data collection is an essential step in the research process, as it allows you to gather relevant information to answer the problem investigated. In the field of health and social care, it is important to use different types of data to understand both the dimension of the problem and the impact on individuals' lives. The data can be classified into quantitative and qualitative, as well as primary and secondary. Quantitative research involves numerical and statistical data, and is useful for identifying large-scale patterns and trends. For example, data from NHS England allows us to analyse the number of patients on waiting lists and the average duration of these delays (NHS England, 2026). However, as Mays and Pope (2000) point out, this type of data does not explain how patients experience these situations. On the other hand, qualitative research focuses on people's experiences, perceptions, and feelings. This type of approach allows us to understand the real impact of health problems on the lives of individuals. According to Green and Thorogood (2018), qualitative research is essential to explore the human dimension of health services. Secondary data include information that has already been published, such as official reports and statistics (NHS England, 2026; ONS, 2026). This data is important to understand the scale of the problem. Primary data, on the other hand, are collected directly by the researcher, usually through interviews or reports (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). An example of qualitative primary data can be observed through a personal experience. My husband was diagnosed with sleep apnea and had to wait approximately nine months to start treatment with the CPAP machine. During this time, he experienced constant fatigue, difficulty sleeping, and concern about his health. This report highlights how waiting times affect not only the physical health, but also the emotional well-being of patients, reinforcing the importance of qualitative research to understand these experiences (Rivas et al., 2025).

Conclusion 
In conclusion, long waiting times in the NHS pose a significant challenge to the UK healthcare system. This problem affects patients, professionals, and health organizations, and is influenced by factors such as increased demand, shortage of professionals, and demographic changes (ONS, 2026; The King's Fund, 2025). The evidence analysed demonstrates that, although quantitative data are important to understand the dimension of the problem, they are not enough to explain its impact on people's lives. Qualitative research plays an essential role in enabling a deeper understanding of patients' experiences (Rivas et al., 2025). Therefore, the combination of different research approaches is critical to improving access to health services, promoting more effective care, and supporting the development of patient-centered practices in the health and social care system.
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