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[bookmark: _Toc213098678]Introduction
The purpose of this research is to explore the ongoing staff shortage crisis in the UK health and social care sector. The study aims to understand how this issue affects both healthcare workers and the quality of patient care. Staff shortages have become a major problem, especially since the COVID-19 pandemic, leading to high workloads, stress, and burnout among care professionals (NHS Confederation, 2023). This research will focus on identifying the main causes of the shortage, its impact on service delivery, and possible strategies to improve workforce sustainability in the sector (Mian and Mutebi, 2025; Buchan et al., 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc213098679]Task 1 – Research Topic Identification 
[bookmark: _Toc213098680]The current issue: staff shortages in UK health and social care
This research focuses on the ongoing staff shortage crisis across the NHS and adult social care in England. Staff shortages mean there are more posts than people to fill them, leaving teams stretched and services under pressure. In the NHS, vacancy rates have remained high in recent years, with around 121,000 full-time equivalent (FTE) vacancies in September 2023. In adult social care, the vacancy rate was 9.9% (about 152,000 roles) in 2022/23, although some improvement has been reported since (The King’s Fund, 2024; Skills for Care, 2024). These figures show that shortages are widespread and persistent, affecting day-to-day care and longer-term service planning. (The King’s Fund, 2024; Skills for Care, 2024). 
Table 1: Workforce turnover and vacancy rates in adult social care, 2021–2024 ((Skills for Care, 2024).
	Year
	Turnover Rate (%)
	Vacancy Rate (%)

	2021/22
	28.3%
	10.7%

	2022/23
	28.3%
	9.9%

	2023/24
	26.0%
	8.6%

	
	
	


[bookmark: _Toc213098681]Who is affected
Patients and service users experience longer waits, cancelled appointments, shorter visits, and reduced continuity of care. These issues can lower satisfaction and, in some cases, affect safety and outcomes if delays lead to deterioration or if services are unable to meet needs promptly. Staff face heavier workloads, more overtime, and pressure to cover gaps. Evidence links shortages with stress and burnout, which in turn contributes to sickness absence and decisions to leave, creating a cycle that makes shortages harder to fix (BMJ Open, 2021; NHS Employers, 2024). Organisations (NHS trusts, GP practices, local authorities, and care providers) must manage higher recruitment costs, agency spending, and service backlogs, while also trying to improve retention and staff wellbeing. (Gemine et al., 2021; NHS Employers, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc213098682]Why this issue needs research
First, staff shortages directly shape access, quality, and safety. When teams are understaffed, it is harder to maintain safe staffing levels and deliver person-centred care. Second, the problem has system-wide impacts: shortages increase costs (e.g., agency use), slow innovation, and make it difficult to deliver national plans such as elective recovery and community-based support. Third, the workforce challenge is long-term. Demographic change (ageing population with higher needs) and changing patterns of disease increase demand, while retention and training capacity limit supply. The NHS Long Term Workforce Plan (2023) sets out major expansions in training places and apprenticeships, but even with these steps, near-term pressures remain and the success of the plan depends on retention and productivity improvements (NHS England, 2023; The King’s Fund, 2023). Research is needed to understand which local strategies—such as flexible working, supportive supervision, and career pathways—best improve recruitment and retention in specific settings (e.g., care homes, district nursing, mental health). (NHS England, 2023; The King’s Fund, 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc213098683]Three key information sources
1) Skills for Care (2024). The state of the adult social care sector and workforce in England 2024
Content and relevance: This is the official national dataset for adult social care in England. It provides up-to-date statistics on filled posts, vacancy rates, turnover, pay, international recruitment, and trends since the pandemic. The 2024 report notes recent improvements in vacancies and turnover in adult social care compared with peak levels, while still highlighting substantial gaps in many local areas and roles. This context is vital for understanding the scale and variation of shortages in home care and care homes. (Skills for Care, 2024).
Why selected: It is authoritative, current (2024), and directly measures the workforce problem the research addresses. Its granular indicators (e.g., vacancy and turnover) help justify the need for research and identify where interventions may have the most impact. (Skills for Care, 2024). 
2) NHS England (2023). NHS Long Term Workforce Plan
Content and relevance: This government-backed plan sets out how the NHS intends to grow and reform the workforce over the next 15 years, including expanding training places (for example, significant increases in nursing and medical school places), boosting apprenticeships, and improving retention and productivity. It frames shortages not just as a numbers problem but as a training, retention, and skills-mix challenge. It also connects workforce policy to outcomes like access and recovery. (NHS England, 2023; NHS Confederation, 2023 summary). NHS England+1
Why selected: It is a core policy source for the NHS side of the issue. Using this document helps position the research within current national strategy, ensuring recommendations align with planned expansions and retention actions. The plan also provides baseline targets against which local initiatives can be considered. (NHS England, 2023). 
3) The King’s Fund (2024). Staff shortages: data and explainer
Content and relevance: The King’s Fund offers an accessible, evidence-based data hub and explainers on workforce gaps across the NHS and social care. It presents vacancy rates, trends in reasons for leaving (e.g., work-life balance, health), and links workforce pressure to service performance. It also provides interpretation of how shortages affect quality, and why solutions require both national policy and local management changes. (The King’s Fund, 2024). The King's Fund+1
Why selected: It synthesises complex datasets into clear, reliable insights and is frequently used by practitioners and policymakers. Its updated figures (e.g., NHS 8.4% vacancy rate / 121,000 FTE in Sept 2023; social care 9.9% in 2022/23) provide credible evidence to justify the importance and urgency of this research. (The King’s Fund, 2024). 

[bookmark: _Toc213098684]Summary of the research need
In short, shortages harm patients, strain staff, and stretch organisations. The data show that while some metrics improved in social care in 2024, overall vacancies remain high, and pressures continue across the NHS. National plans aim to grow training and improve retention, but evidence on what works locally—such as effective supervision, flexible scheduling, integrated team models, or targeted incentives—is essential to make real progress. This research will therefore explore causes, impacts, and practical solutions to support a more sustainable workforce in health and social care. (Skills for Care, 2024; NHS England, 2023; The King’s Fund, 2024; BMJ Open, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc213098685]Task 2 – Research Methodologies
Research methodologies are the strategies and techniques used to collect and analyse information in a study. The two main approaches are quantitative and qualitative. Quantitative research focuses on numbers, measurements, and statistics to test hypotheses or show patterns. It is often used in large-scale studies such as national surveys or hospital data analysis (Creswell and Creswell, 2023). For example, it might measure how many staff members leave the NHS each year or compare vacancy rates between regions.
Qualitative research, on the other hand, explores ideas, experiences, and meanings. It collects non-numerical data, such as interview responses or written reports, to understand people’s feelings and reasons behind certain issues (Flick, 2022). This approach helps explain why staff shortages happen and how they affect workers and patients.
For this research, a qualitative methodology is most suitable because it focuses on understanding the causes, impacts, and possible solutions to the workforce shortage crisis. It allows the researcher to interpret existing evidence from national reports and studies rather than just measure statistics (Gray, 2021). Using a qualitative approach makes it easier to explore complex social and organisational factors like job satisfaction, burnout, and motivation among health and care staff.
In summary, while quantitative research shows how much the problem exists, qualitative research helps explain why it exists and how it affects people. Therefore, this research will adopt a qualitative methodology based on secondary data analysis to provide a deeper understanding of workforce challenges in UK health and social care.

[bookmark: _Toc213098686]Task 3 – Data Collection
Research Question:
Why is there a staff shortage in UK health and social care, how does it affect people, and what can be done to fix it?
Primary data refers to new information collected directly by a researcher for a particular study. Examples include surveys, interviews, and observations. It gives accurate and first-hand insights but can be expensive and time-consuming to collect (Flick, 2022). Secondary data, on the other hand, is existing information gathered by others, such as reports, journals, and statistical records. It is usually easier and faster to access, especially when studying large-scale national issues like workforce shortages (Gray, 2021).
For this research on staff shortages in UK health and social care, I will use secondary data. This includes official reports from NHS England, Skills for Care, and The King’s Fund, along with academic studies. These sources contain reliable and regularly updated data about workforce trends, recruitment, and retention. Using secondary data helps to understand the causes, effects, and patterns of staff shortages without the ethical or time barriers linked to collecting new data (Creswell and Creswell, 2023).
This approach fits my qualitative research methodology, which focuses on interpreting existing evidence and identifying key themes and solutions. Secondary data allows a deep and evidence-based understanding of workforce challenges, helping to form practical recommendations. It ensures that the findings are grounded in credible, national-level information about the UK’s health and social care system.
[bookmark: _Toc213098687]Conclusion
This research explored the issue of staff shortages in the UK health and social care sector, which continues to affect patients, care workers, and organisations. The findings highlight that staff shortages lead to increased workloads, stress, and reduced quality of care. The review of reliable sources such as Skills for Care, NHS England, and The King’s Fund shows that while some improvements are being made, significant challenges remain.
The research adopted a qualitative approach using secondary data to analyse existing evidence from national reports and studies. This method allowed a clear understanding of the causes and impacts of workforce shortages without collecting new data.
Addressing this issue is important for ensuring safe, effective, and sustainable care. By focusing on workforce planning, training, and retention, the UK health and social care system can move towards a stronger and more stable future for both staff and service users.
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