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A Critical Examination of the NHS: Past and Present
The Origins and Current Structure of the NHS
The National Health Service (NHS) is one of the most significant institutions in the United Kingdom, often described as the “jewel in the crown” of the welfare state (Lambert, 2023). It was established in 1948 with the aim of providing free healthcare at the point of use, financed through general taxation (The National Archives, 2023). To understand the NHS today, it is imperative to consider its origins, the social and political circumstances that gave rise to it, and how its structure and functioning have evolved in the modern era.
Historical Context and Origins
The idea of a publicly funded health service did not suddenly appear in 1948, the foundations were laid during the early twentieth century. Prior to the NHS, healthcare provision was highly unequal. Wealthier individuals could afford private doctors, while working-class families relied on limited charity hospitals, friendly societies, or out-of-pocket payments (Evans, 2018). Access to healthcare was inconsistent, and many people avoided seeking treatment due to the cost. 
During the interwar years, there was growing recognition that the system was failing. Reports such as the Beveridge Report of 1942, specifically highlighted the need for comprehensive welfare reform (BBC bitesize, 2019). William Beveridge identified “disease” as one of the five “giants” on the road to social progress and argued for a coordinated national health system.
The Second World War was a major turning point for healthcare in Britain. Wartime conditions forced greater state involvement in healthcare, with the Emergency Medical Service coordinating hospitals and doctors across Britain (Denham, 2015). This showed that a national system was both possible and effective. In 1945, Clement Attlee’s Labour government was elected on a manifesto promising widespread social reforms, including healthcare for all (Gov.uk, 2019). Aneurin Bevan, the Minister of Health, spearheaded the creation of the NHS.
On the 5th July 1948, the NHS was officially launched. Its core principles were clear: healthcare should be universal, comprehensive and free at the point of delivery, funded through taxation (Clement, 2023). Bevan’s vision was rooted in fairness, that wealth should no longer dictate access to medical care.
Current Structure of the NHS
Over 70 years later, the NHS remains based on those founding principles, however its structure has undergone significant changes. Today, the NHS is a devolves system, meaning that England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland each manage their own services (Powell, 2023). While the founding vision is shared, there are differences in policy and delivery between the nations.
In England, the NHS is divided into three main parts. Firstly, NHS England, which oversees strategy, budget allocations and commissioning of services. Secondly, the Integrated Care Systems (ICSs), in which partnerships between health bodies and local authorities that plan care at regional levels. Lastly, Service Providers, where hospitals, GP practices, community services and mental health trusts deliver care directly to patients. (Powell, 2023).
Primary care (such as GPs, dentists and pharmacists) act as the first point of contact for most patients. Whereas, secondary care includes specialist hospital services, while community and mental health services support people outside hospital settings. 
Critical Examination of Current Functioning 
Despite the NHS continues to be embodying its founding principles, it faces major challenges. One concern is funding pressures. This is due to the rising demand from an ageing population, advances in medical technology and the impact of chronic conditions (Crisp et al., 2024). This all means that the NHS struggles to meet growing needs within limited budgets.
Alongside this, another issue is staffing shortages. The NHS is the largest employer in Europe, yet there are persistent gaps in nursing, general practice and social care (The King's Fund, 2024). These shortages lead to long waiting times and strain on existing staff.
Access and equality remain central debates. While care is still free at the point of use, there is a growing concern about postcode lotteries in access to services, meaning that the quality and availability of care can vary depending on where someone lives.
Conclusion 
The NHS was created to ensure fairness in healthcare, shaped by wartime cooperation and Bevan’s vision. Its core principles including universal, comprehensive and free care, still define it today. However, funding pressures, staff shortages and rising demand, challenge its ability to deliver. Despite this, the NHS remains a symbol of health as a right and continues to adapt a modern need.
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