Introduction to the Dissertation
The National Health Service (NHS) is currently facing severe workforce shortages, with over 121,000 full-time equivalent vacancies. Alarmingly, 74% of staff report that frontline staffing levels are inadequate (Mallorie, 2024). These shortages have heightened concerns regarding their implications for nurse well-being and the quality of patient care. This dissertation investigates how workforce shortages affect both the physical and psychological health of nurses, as well as the subsequent impact on patient care within UK hospitals.
The significance of this topic cannot be overstated, as nursing staff are essential for providing safe, effective, and high-quality healthcare. Research suggests that inadequate staffing levels lead to increased workloads, nurse burnout, and higher turnover intentions (Chang et al., 2025). Additionally, evidence indicates that maintaining safe staffing levels is critical for supporting patient safety and the delivery of high-quality care (Skills for Health, 2024). Although previous studies have explored workforce shortages and their consequences for healthcare, there is a pressing need to gain a deeper understanding of how these shortages specifically affect both nurse well-being and patient care in UK hospital settings.
This dissertation is structured into five chapters. After this introduction, Chapter Two offers a critical review of the relevant literature, Chapter Three outlines the research methodology employed, Chapter Four presents and analyses the findings, and Chapter Five concludes with a discussion of the implications of the research.

1.2 Key Definitions
To ensure clarity and consistency throughout this dissertation, the following key terms and abbreviations are defined within the context of UK healthcare.
National Health Service (NHS): The publicly funded healthcare system of the United Kingdom. In England, NHS England oversees the delivery of healthcare services, while the Department of Health and Social Care is responsible for health policy. The NHS provides comprehensive healthcare that is free at the point of use for most residents (Department of Health and Social Care, 2024).
World Health Organization (WHO): A specialised agency of the United Nations that promotes global public health, develops international health standards, and provides evidence-based guidance to improve healthcare systems and workforce well-being (World Health Organization, 2025).
Staff Shortages: A situation in which the number of available healthcare professionals is insufficient to meet patient demand, resulting in increased workloads, workforce pressures, and challenges in delivering safe and effective healthcare (Royal College of Nursing, 2024).
Nurses' Well-Being: A multidimensional concept referring to nurses' physical, psychological, and emotional health, including occupational stress, fatigue, burnout, and job satisfaction, all of which influence their ability to provide safe and effective patient care (Chang et al., 2025).
Quality of Patient Care: The extent to which healthcare services improve patient health outcomes by providing safe, effective, timely, people-centred, and equitable care while minimising avoidable harm (Skills for Health, 2024).
Acronyms

1.3 Background and Current Context
Background
Over the past two decades, nurse staffing has become an increasingly important issue within UK hospitals due to rising healthcare demand and difficulties in recruiting and retaining nursing staff. Historically, staffing levels were primarily managed as an operational and financial issue rather than being recognised as a key determinant of nurse well-being and patient care quality. However, research has demonstrated that lower registered nurse staffing levels are associated with missed patient observations and an increased risk of mortality in acute hospitals, highlighting the importance of safe staffing levels (Griffiths et al., 2018). These workforce challenges were further intensified by the COVID-19 pandemic, which increased patient demand and placed additional physical and psychological pressure on nurses, contributing to burnout and ongoing retention difficulties (Marufu et al., 2021).
Current Context
Staff shortages continue to be a major challenge across the NHS. The King's Fund reports that the NHS has approximately 121,000 full-time equivalent vacancies, while only 26% of staff believe there are enough employees within their organisation to provide high-quality care (Mallorie, 2024). As a result, nurses frequently experience increased workloads and burnout, while inadequate staffing levels are associated with greater risks to patient safety, delays in care, and reduced continuity of care (Chang et al., 2025; Skills for Health, 2024). These ongoing workforce pressures highlight the importance of examining how staff shortages influence both nurses' well-being and the quality of patient care in UK hospitals.

1.4 Rationale for Research
Although previous studies have examined the relationship between staff shortages and either nurses' well-being or patient care quality, relatively few have explored how these two outcomes are interconnected within UK hospital settings. This limits understanding of the wider impact of workforce shortages on both healthcare professionals and patients. Research has demonstrated that inadequate staffing levels can negatively affect patient outcomes and healthcare delivery, highlighting the importance of examining this issue in greater depth (Griffiths et al., 2018). Therefore, this study aims to synthesise current evidence to provide a more comprehensive understanding of how staff shortages influence nurses' well-being and the quality of patient care. The findings may contribute to workforce planning and support strategies aimed at improving staff well-being, patient safety, and service quality (Skills for Health, 2024). A limitation of this study is its reliance on secondary data, which restricts the collection of primary evidence from healthcare professionals.

1.5 Aim and Objectives
1.5.1 Aim
This study aims to examine how staff shortages affect nurses' well-being and the quality of patient care in UK hospitals, and to identify strategies to improve workforce sustainability and patient outcomes.
1.5.2 Objectives
· Examine the causes and extent of staff shortages in UK hospitals. 
· Critically analyse the impact of staff shortages on nurses' well-being, including stress, burnout, workload, and job satisfaction. 
· Critically evaluate the effect of staff shortages on patient care quality, including patient safety, patient satisfaction, and continuity of care. 
· Identify gaps within the existing literature and provide evidence-based recommendations to improve workforce sustainability, nurse well-being, and patient outcomes. 



1.6 Conclusion
This chapter has introduced the research topic of how staff shortages influence nurses' well-being and the quality of patient care in UK hospitals. It has outlined the significance of the issue by providing key definitions, background information, and the current context surrounding workforce shortages within the NHS. In addition, the rationale for the study has been established, alongside the aim and objectives that will guide the research. Collectively, these elements demonstrate the importance of understanding the impact of staff shortages on both healthcare professionals and patient outcomes. Building on this foundation, Chapter Two will provide a detailed analysis of the topic by exploring its historical development, relevant theoretical perspectives, international evidence, and the current UK context. This will establish the broader background necessary for understanding the issues examined throughout the remainder of the dissertation.
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