Chapter 3 – Methods and Search Strategy	
Introduction
This chapter outlines the desk-based secondary research methodology used to investigate how staff shortages influence nurses’ well-being and the quality of patient care in UK hospitals. Secondary research involves examining and evaluating existing published evidence rather than collecting new data directly from participants. Building upon the Academic Methods Poster, this chapter explains the search strategy, identification of relevant literature, research validation, inclusion and exclusion criteria, thematic analysis and ethical considerations. A structured approach was adopted to support the selection and critical evaluation of relevant evidence. The resulting findings provided the foundation for the three themes examined in Chapter 4.

Search Strategy
A structured search strategy was developed using keywords derived from the research aim. These included nurse staffing, nursing shortages, understaffing, burnout, job satisfaction, patient safety and quality of care. Related terms, including missed nursing care, workforce pressure and staff retention, were incorporated to broaden the search.
· Boolean operators AND and OR were used to combine keywords and refine the search results.
· “Nurse staffing” AND “patient safety” identified literature related to care outcomes.
· “Nursing shortages” AND (“burnout” OR “job dissatisfaction”) focused on nurses’ well-being.
· These keyword combinations supported a systematic search for evidence relevant to the research objectives.

Searching for Information
The literature search was designed to identify academic publications examining the effects of nursing workforce shortages on staff well-being and patient care. PubMed/MEDLINE, Google Scholar and the UWTSD Library search platform were used to locate relevant evidence. PubMed provided access to healthcare and nursing research, while Google Scholar supported wider searches across multidisciplinary academic literature. The university library platform facilitated access to relevant full-text publications.
Searches combined staffing-related keywords with terms concerning occupational well-being, patient safety and hospital care. Results were refined by considering publication dates, relevance to UK hospitals, research credibility and full-text availability. Priority was given to publications from 2016 to 2026 to ensure contemporary relevance. However, international research and older publications were considered where they offered useful background information or transferable findings.
Potentially relevant sources were initially screened through their titles and abstracts. Their introductions, research methods and conclusions were then examined to assess their suitability. Particular attention was given to whether the evidence addressed nursing staffing levels, staff experiences or patient outcomes.
Ten potentially relevant sources were recorded in Stage 1 of the Literature Tracking and Analysis Workbook. Following critical evaluation, five sources were selected for detailed analysis. The workbook, included in Appendix A, documents the literature selection and evaluation process.

Research Validation
Research validation was undertaken using the CRAAP test, which examines Currency, Relevance, Authority, Accuracy and Purpose. Initially, ten sources were screened by reviewing their titles, abstracts, methodologies and conclusions.
Currency assessed publication dates, while Relevance considered the connection between each source and the research objectives. Authority examined author expertise and publication credibility. Accuracy involved assessing research methods, evidence and limitations, while Purpose considered potential bias.
Five sources were selected: Jones and Allin (2025), Senek et al. (2020), Bridges et al. (2019), Sizmur and Raleigh (2018), and Marufu et al. (2021). These provided complementary evidence concerning workforce shortages, nurses’ well-being, patient care and retention.
Selection was based on relevance and methodological contribution rather than CRAAP scores alone. For example, Bridges et al. (2019) provided direct observational evidence of staff–patient interactions, while Sizmur and Raleigh (2018) examined both staff and patient experiences across NHS organisations.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Inclusion and exclusion criteria were established to maintain the relevance and credibility of the selected literature. Priority was given to English-language publications from 2016 to 2026, particularly research involving registered nurses, hospital staffing pressures, staff well-being and patient care outcomes.
Peer-reviewed journal articles, systematic reviews and credible organisational reports were included. Studies focusing on unrelated healthcare professions, community settings or topics without a clear connection to nursing shortages were excluded from detailed analysis.
UK-based research was prioritised, although relevant international studies were considered for comparison. Older publications were reviewed for background information but were generally excluded from the final five sources.

Analysing Research
The five selected studies were analysed using thematic coding, supported by Stages 2 and 3 of the Literature Tracking and Analysis Workbook. Stage 2 involved recording each article’s findings, research methods, strengths, limitations and relevant keywords.
In Stage 3, I compared and colour-coded repeated keywords  to identify patterns across the evidence.
 Red represented nurses’ well-being and job satisfaction, including burnout, psychological distress and demoralisation. This formed Theme 1 and was identified across four articles.
Pink represented patient care quality and safety, including missed nursing care, patient experience and staff–patient interactions. This formed Theme 2 and appeared across four articles.
Green represented workforce retention and nursing shortages, including understaffing, workforce pressure, staffing levels and staff turnover. This formed Theme 3 and included workforce-related concepts across all five articles.
The thematic coding process provided a transparent basis for comparing findings and developing the critical discussion presented in Chapter 4.

Ethical Considerations
This dissertation relied entirely on secondary research using previously published evidence. No interviews, questionnaires or direct participant involvement were undertaken; therefore, no new personal data were collected.
Ethical academic practice was maintained by accurately representing the findings of original researchers and acknowledging sources through Cite Them Right Harvard referencing. Care was taken to avoid plagiarism, selective reporting and misleading interpretations. Associations identified in observational research were not presented as proof of causation.
The strengths and limitations of individual studies were considered to ensure balanced interpretation. Sensitive issues involving nurses’ psychological well-being and patient safety were discussed respectfully and professionally.

Chapter Conclusion
This chapter outlined the secondary research methodology used to investigate nursing staff shortages and their influence on nurses’ well-being and patient care quality in UK hospitals. A structured search strategy supported the identification of relevant literature, while the CRAAP test enabled critical evaluation of ten sources. Five studies were selected for detailed analysis based on their credibility and relevance.
Thematic coding identified three interconnected themes concerning nurses’ well-being, patient care quality and workforce retention. These themes provide the framework for Chapter 4, which will critically examine the evidence, compare findings and consider implications for nursing practice and patient care.
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Stage 1 – CRAAP Test Evaluation (10 sources of information)
	
Article 1
		



	Jones & Allin (2025) 



	Article Title: Very recent, published in 2025, so it reflects contemporary nursing workforce pressures.

	CRAAP Notes
	
· Current: Very recent, published in 2025, so it reflects contemporary nursing workforce pressures.
· Relevant: Extremely relevant. Directly examines hospital nursing shortages and consequences including burnout, mental health, staff satisfaction, patient safety and quality of care.
· Authority: Published in the peer-reviewed journal Human Resources for Health. Authors are academic health-policy researchers.
· Accuracy: Umbrella review of 33 reviews. Strong because it synthesises a large evidence base. However, only PubMed was searched and the evidence is international rather than specifically UK hospitals.
· Purpose: To identify causes and effects of hospital nursing shortages and examine possible feedback cycles whereby shortages contribute to further shortages


.
	CRAAP Score
5/5

	
Article 2
	Author & Year: Senek et al. (2020)
	Article Title: Determinants of nurse job dissatisfaction – findings from a cross-sectional survey analysis in the UK

	
CRAAP Notes
	
· Current: Published in 2020 and within the preferred 10-year period. Data were collected before COVID-19, so current workforce conditions may differ.
· Relevant: Extremely relevant. Examines understaffing, missed care, overtime, breaks, demoralisation and job dissatisfaction among UK nurses.
· Authority: University of Sheffield researchers; published in peer-reviewed BMC Nursing.
· Accuracy: Cross-sectional mixed-methods/secondary survey analysis. Quantitative regression and qualitative responses were analysed. Understaffing was significantly associated with demoralisation. However, self-reported and cross-sectional data cannot establish causation. 
· Purpose: To identify individual and organisational factors associated with nurse job dissatisfaction and demoralisation.

	CRAAP Score
/5

	Article 3
	Author & Year: Bridges et al. (2019
	
Article Title: Hospital nurse staffing and staff–patient interactions: an observational study


	CRAAP Notes
	
· Current: Published in 2019, within the preferred period, although it predates COVID-19 and subsequent NHS workforce pressures.
· Relevant: Very highly relevant. Directly investigates RN staffing and quality of staff–patient interactions in English NHS hospitals. It is particularly strong for the patient-care-quality side of the dissertation.
· Authority: University of Southampton/NIHR researchers; published in peer-reviewed BMJ Quality & Safety.
· Accuracy: Quantitative observational study involving six wards in two English NHS hospitals. Direct observation is a strength. Low RN staffing was associated with poorer interactions. However, the small number of hospitals limits generalisability and observational research cannot prove causation.
· Purpose: To examine associations between nurse staffing, skill mix and the quality and quantity of staff–patient interactions.

	CRAAP Score
5/5

	
Article 4

	Author & Year: Sizmur & Raleigh (2018)
	
Article Title: The risks to care quality and staff wellbeing of an NHS system under pressure


	

CRAAP Notes
	
· Current: Published in 2018, within the 10-year period, although NHS pressures have changed since COVID-19.
· Relevant: Extremely relevant. Connects NHS workforce pressure and staffing with staff well-being/experience and patient experience, closely reflecting the dissertation title.
· Authority: Produced by Picker Institute Europe and The King's Fund, both recognised UK health research organisations. However, it is a research report rather than a peer-reviewed journal article.
· Accuracy: Quantitative secondary/correlational analysis using NHS workforce, Staff Survey and inpatient survey data. Large NHS dataset is a strength. However, associations cannot demonstrate causation.
Purpose: To examine relationships between NHS workforce pressures, staff experience and patient experience/quality of care.
	CRAAP Score
4/5

	
Article 5

	Author & Year: Marufu et al. (2021) 
	
Article Title: Factors influencing retention among hospital nurses: systematic review


	
CRAAP Notes
	
· Current: Published in 2021. However, included studies were published only up to the end of 2018, so post-pandemic evidence is absent.
· Relevant: Highly relevant. Examines hospital nurse retention and identifies staffing levels and the working environment among factors influencing turnover. Relevant to how shortages can become worse through poor retention.
· Authority: Authors include researchers/professionals from Nottingham University Hospitals NHS Trust; published in the British Journal of Nursing and indexed by PubMed.
· Accuracy: Systematic review searching five databases and including 47 primary studies. This provides broad evidence, although studies were international and heterogeneous rather than exclusively UK NHS studies.
· Purpose: To systematically identify factors influencing retention among hospital nurses.

	CRAAP Score
4.5/5

	Article 6
	Author & Year: Gray, Wilde & Shutes (2018).
	
Article Title: Enhancing nurse satisfaction: an exploration of specialty nurse shortage in a region of NHS England


	
CRAAP Notes
	
· Current: Published in 2018, within the preferred period, but predates COVID-19 and recent NHS workforce pressures.
· Relevant: Highly relevant to NHS nursing shortages and nurse satisfaction, but does not directly investigate patient-care outcomes.
· Authority: Published in Nursing Management and undertaken by UK researchers. It is a peer-reviewed journal article.
· Accuracy: Quantitative cross-sectional questionnaire survey. Directly investigates nursing shortage specialties in an NHS England region. However, its regional focus and self-reported responses limit wider generalisability.
· Purpose: To explore staff satisfaction in shortage specialties including emergency care, paediatrics and cardiology.

	CRAAP Score
4.5/5

	Article 7
	Author & Year: Rodriguez Santana et al. (2020) 
	
Article Title: The impact of extending nurse working hours on staff sickness absence: Evidence from a large mental health hospital in England


	CRAAP Notes
	
· Current: Published in 2020 and therefore current enough for the review.
· Relevant: Relevant to nurse well-being and workforce sustainability because it examines longer shifts and sickness absence. However, staff shortages themselves are not the primary exposure, and patient-care quality is not directly measured.
· Authority: Published in the peer-reviewed International Journal of Nursing Studies by UK health-services researchers.
· Accuracy: Quantitative quasi-experimental longitudinal study, using Interrupted Time Series and Difference-in-Differences analysis. Administrative sickness data reduce reliance on self-reporting. However, evidence comes from one English mental-health hospital.
· Purpose: To determine whether extending nursing shifts from 8 to 12 hours affected staff sickness absence.

	CRAAP Score
/5

	Article 8
	Author & Year: Newman & Maylor (2002)
	Article Title: Empirical evidence for “the nurse satisfaction, quality of care and patient satisfaction chain”

	

CRAAP Notes
	
· Current: Major weakness: published in 2002, far outside the preferred 10-year period. NHS workforce structures and pressures have changed substantially since publication.
· Relevant: Despite its age, conceptually very relevant because it links nurse satisfaction, organisational resources/staff shortages, quality of care and patient satisfaction.
· Authority: Published in the International Journal of Health Care Quality Assurance by UK academic researchers.
· Accuracy: Qualitative exploratory research using in-depth interviews. Provides detailed insight into nurses' experiences, but qualitative evidence and its older context limit generalisability to contemporary NHS hospitals.
· Purpose: To explore nurse satisfaction/dissatisfaction and investigate relationships between nurse satisfaction, care quality and patient satisfaction.

	CRAAP Score
/5

	Article 9
	Author & Year: Drennan & Ross (2019) 
	
Article Title: Global nurse shortages – the facts, the impact and action for change


	CRAAP Notes
	
· Current: Published in 2019 and within the preferred period, although it predates the pandemic.
· Relevant: Directly relevant to nursing shortages, but takes a global rather than UK-hospital-specific perspective and does not primarily investigate nurse well-being and patient outcomes together.
· Authority: UK academics; published in the peer-reviewed British Medical Bulletin by Oxford University Press.
· Accuracy: Scoping review drawing on international publications, reviews and organisational evidence. Broad scope is useful, but differences between countries and healthcare systems reduce direct applicability to UK hospitals. 
· Purpose: To examine the causes and scale of global nursing shortages and identify potential actions to address them.

	CRAAP Score
/5

	Article 10
	
 Author & Year: Griffiths et al. (2021)
	



	




	
Article Title: Beyond ratios – flexible and resilient nurse staffing options to deliver cost-effective hospital care and address staff shortages


	CRAAP Notes
	
· Current: Published in 2021, comfortably within the preferred evidence period
· Relevant: Highly relevant to staffing shortages and patient outcomes, but it does not directly investigate nurse stress, burnout, satisfaction or psychological well-being. 
· Authority: University of Southampton, NIHR and NHS-affiliated researchers; published in the International Journal of Nursing Studies.
· Accuracy: Quantitative agent-based simulation and economic modelling study. It compares different hospital staffing strategies and costs. The modelling is sophisticated, but findings depend on assumptions and modelled relationships rather than directly observing all outcomes in real clinical settings.
· Purpose: To determine the cost-effectiveness and resilience of different approaches to baseline and flexible hospital nurse staffing.

	CRAAP Score
/5













Stage 2 – Literature Analysis (the best 5 sources identified from the CRAAP Test Evaluation above)

	
	Author, Year, Article Title
	Article Summary
	Research Method and Sample
	Article Strengths and Limitations

	Keywords

	Article 1
	
Jones and Allin (2025). Causes and effects of hospital nursing shortages to consider potential feedback effects: an umbrella review
	
Identifies factors that can both contribute to and result from nursing shortages. The findings suggest that deteriorating working conditions and workforce losses may reinforce one another.
	
Umbrella review synthesising 33 reviews of international evidence.
	
Strengths: Recent, broad evidence base and directly addresses the relationship between shortages and their consequences. Limitations: Only PubMed was searched; international evidence may not fully reflect NHS conditions; underlying reviews vary in quality.
	
• Nurse burnout
• Psychological distress
• Patient safety
• Quality of care
• Nursing shortages
• Staff retention


	Article 2
	
Senek et al. (2020) — Determinants of nurse job dissatisfaction – findings from a cross-sectional survey analysis in the UK
	
Finds associations between missed care, inadequate support, understaffing, overtime, missed breaks and demoralisation. Nurses who reported missed care had about five times the odds of demoralisation.
	
Cross-sectional mixed-methods secondary survey analysis. The original adult acute nurse sample included 7,040 respondents; the final regression model included 1,747 valid cases, and 368 narrative responses were sampled for qualitative analysis.
	
Strengths: UK-specific; combines statistical and qualitative evidence; examines relevant workplace conditions. Limitations: Self-reported data, missing responses and a cross-sectional design limit interpretation and causal conclusions.
	
• Job dissatisfaction
• Demoralisation
• Missed breaks
• Missed nursing care
• Understaffing
• Workforce pressure


	Article 3
	
Bridges et al (2019).
Hospital nurse staffing and staff–patient interactions: an observational study
	
Lower registered-nurse staffing was associated with a greater likelihood of negative staff–patient interactions. This suggests a potential link between staffing adequacy and the quality of interpersonal care.
	
Quantitative observational study involving 238 hours of observations, 270 patients, and six wards across two English NHS hospitals.
	
Strengths: Direct observation of clinical interactions; English NHS setting. Limitations: Small number of hospitals; observational design cannot establish causation; nurse psychological well-being was not measured.
	
• Staff–patient interactions
• Quality of care
• Patient experience
• Negative interactions
• Registered-nurse staffing


	Article 4
	
Sizmur and Raleigh (2018). The risks to care quality and staff wellbeing of an NHS system under pressure
	
Identifies associations between NHS workforce pressures, staff experience and patient experience. Greater reliance on agency staffing was associated with less favorable staff and patient experience measures.
	
Quantitative secondary correlational analysis of workforce, staff survey and patient survey data across English acute NHS trusts.
	
Strengths: Broad NHS coverage and direct consideration of staff and patient outcomes. Limitations: Non-peer-reviewed research report; trust-level analysis cannot establish ward-level or individual causal relationships.
	
• Staff well-being
• Staff experience
• Patient experience
• Care quality
• Workforce pressure
• Agency staffing


	Article 5
	
Marufu et al. (2021).
Factors influencing retention among hospital nurses: systematic review
	
Identifies nine domains associated with hospital nurse turnover, including leadership, staffing levels, workplace support, career development and financial remuneration.
	
Systematic review of 47 studies, identified through five databases, covering international hospital nursing research published up to December 2018.
	
Strengths: Systematic search and broad coverage of retention factors. Limitations: International variation and older included studies; the primary outcome is retention rather than patient-care quality.
	
• Job satisfaction
• Working conditions
• Nurse retention
• Staff turnover
• Staffing levels
• Organisational support












Stage 3 – Theme Development (recurring patterns identified from the keywords in stage 2)

	Repeating Keywords
	Number of Articles
	Possible Theme

	
burnout, psychological distress, job dissatisfaction, demoralisation, staff well-being, working conditions
	
                 4
	
Theme 1: The impact of staff shortages on nurses’ well-being and job satisfaction

	
Patient safety, quality of care, missed nursing care, patient experience, staff–patient interactions
	
                  
                4
	
Theme 2: The influence of nurse staffing shortages on patient care quality and safety


	
Nursing shortages, staff retention, understaffing, workforce pressure, agency staffing, staff turnover, staffing levels
	


                 5           
	
 Theme 3: Workforce retention and the cycle of nursing shortages
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