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Review Question:
What is the impact of staff shortages on patient care and service delivery within the U.K. health and social care sector?
Objectives
• To explore the main causes of staff shortages in the U.K. health and social care sector
• To examine the impact of these shortages on patient safety, quality of care, and staff well-being
Rationale  
Staff shortages pose a significant challenge in the U.K. health and social care system, driven by rising service demand, an ageing population, employee burnout, Brexit-related workforce changes, and lingering effects of the COVID-19 pandemic (NHS England, 2023). Persistent vacancy rates across nursing, general practice, and adult social care impact patient safety, increase waiting times, and lower care quality. Research indicates that inadequate staffing correlates with higher clinical errors, longer hospital stays, and worse patient outcomes (Griffiths et al., 2018). The adult social care sector struggles with high turnover and vacancy rates post-pandemic (Skills for Care, 2023; The Health Foundation, 2022). Addressing these issues is vital for enhancing patient care and ensuring sustainable service delivery.

Methods

This study will adopt a scoping review approach to comprehensively identify and synthesise existing peer-reviewed literature concerning staff shortages within the health and social care sectors in the United Kingdom. A thorough search of electronic databases, including CINAHL, PubMed, and Google Scholar, will be conducted using a set of targeted keywords such as “U.K. healthcare staffing,” “NHS workforce shortages,” “social care staffing levels,” “patient safety,” and “healthcare workforce challenges.” 

The inclusion criteria for this review will be carefully defined to ensure relevance and quality, encompassing:  
- Peer-reviewed studies that provide credible and validated findings  
- Publications in the English language to maintain uniformity in comprehension  
- Research articles published within the last decade to reflect the most current data and trends  
- A specific focus on the U.K. health or social care context to ensure the relevance of findings to the local framework  

This review will encompass both primary and secondary research, allowing for a holistic view of the issue. Data will be extracted systematically from identified studies and analysed thematically to detect recurring patterns that relate to the underlying causes of workforce shortages, their impacts on patient care and safety, and potential solutions to address these challenges effectively.
Ethical Considerations
This research, focused on the secondary analysis of existing literature, does not require NHS ethical approval. Nevertheless key ethical principles will be upheld, including accurate reporting of findings and proper citation to avoid plagiarism, using Harvard referencing. All sources will be critically evaluated for their credibility and relevance to ensure a solid foundation for this study.
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