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The National Health Service: Origins, Principles, and Contemporary Structure 
The National Health Service (NHS, 2004) states that it was officially established on 5 July 1948 under the National Health Service Act 1946. Born out of a post-war vision to provide universal healthcare, free for everyone to use, for all citizens regardless of income. Before 1948 healthcare in Britain was largely fragmented and dependant on an individual's income. Many working-class citizens relied on voluntary hospitals or local authority services, while others were excluded from healthcare due to financial barriers (Rivett, 1998). This essay explores the historical context and founding principles of the NHS, followed by a critical examination of its current structure and functioning in 2025. 
Historical Context and the Beveridge Report 
The origins of the NHS are deeply rooted in the socio-economic aftermath of World War II. The Beveridge Report of 1942, authored by economist Sir William Beveridge, identified five "giants" that plagued British society: Want, Disease, Ignorance, Squalor, and Idleness. Beveridge proposed a comprehensive welfare system, with universal healthcare as a cornerstone (Clement, 2023). The report gained widespread public support and laid the foundation for the NHS. Following the Labour Party’s victory in 1945, Health Minister Aneurin Bevan introduced the National Health Service Act 1946 which came into effect in July 1948. 
Aneurin Bevan and the Birth of the NHS 
Health Minister Aneurin Bevan, under the Labour government led by Clement Attlee, was instrumental in implementing the NHS. Bevan’s vision was clear: healthcare should be a right, not a privilege. Despite opposition from the British Medical Association, Bevan succeeded in nationalising over 2,500 hospitals and integrating them into a single system (The National Archives, 2023). His famous quote, “I stuffed their mouths with gold,” reflects the political compromise needed to bring doctors on board.  
Founding Principles of the NHS 
The NHS was founded on three core principles: it should meet the needs of everyone, be free at the point of delivery, and be based on clinical need, not ability to pay (Expat Guides, 2025). These principles have endured despite decades of reform and financial pressures. The NHS quickly became a symbol of equality and social justice in Britain. These principles continue to shape the NHS today, ensuring that healthcare remains a public service rather than a market commodity. 

Current Structure in 2025: A System in Transition
The structure of the NHS is divided between primary care, mainly General Practitioners serve as the first point of contact and gateway to specialist services, Secondary care includes hospital and community health services and Tertiary care providing highly specialised treatments. Moreover, (NHS England, 2024) collaborates with public health agencies to integrate services and promote preventative care. 
As of 2025, the NHS is undergoing significant structural changes. NHS England, previously responsible for overseeing healthcare delivery, is being dissolved, with its functions absorbed into the Department of Health and Social Care (DHSC) (Knexu, 2025). Integrated Care Boards (ICBs) now play a central role in commissioning services at the local level, replacing Clinical Commissioning Groups. This shift aims to decentralise decision-making and tailor services to regional needs (TheUKCATPeople, 2024)   
Challenges Facing the NHS 
The NHS faces numerous challenges, including workforce shortages, treatment backlogs, and an aging population. In 2025, the system is short by 10,000 nurses, and one in five people are waiting for hospital care (Healthcare Newsdesk, 2025). Industrial action and burnout among staff further strain the system. These issues highlight the urgent need for investment in workforce development and infrastructure.  
Reform and the 10-Year Health Plan 
The government’s 10-Year Health Plan, introduced in July 2025, aims to shift care from hospitals to communities, embrace digital healthcare, and prioritise prevention over treatment (BMA, 2025). While ambitious, the plan faces skepticism regarding its feasibility and funding. The abolition of NHS England marks a pivotal moment, with hopes that streamlined governance will improve efficiency and accountability. 
Conclusion 
The NHS remains a cornerstone of British society, born out of post war vision and fairness, equality and compassion, its founding principles remain relevant, but its structure must continue to evolve to meet modern challenges. Embodying values of equity and compassion, these principles continue to guide its evolution, even as it faces unprecedented challenges. The current reforms offer a chance to reimagine healthcare delivery, but success will depend on sustained investment, political will, and the resilience of NHS staff. 
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