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1. Review Question and Objectives


Review Question
What is the impact of staff shortages on the quality and delivery of patient care within the National Health Service (NHS) in the United Kingdom?

Objectives
The objectives of this scoping review are to:

1. Identify and summarize existing evidence on the scale and nature of staff shortages in the NHS.

2. Explore the relationship between NHS staff shortages and patient outcomes, including safety, waiting times, and quality of care.

3. Examine the effects of staff shortages on NHS healthcare professionals, including burnout, well-being, and retention.

4.Review policy-level responses and workforce strategies developed to address NHS staffing challenges.

2. Reasoning

The NHS is one of the largest employers in the world, employing around 1.5 million people in England (The King’s Fund, 2025). But the service remains in the midst of a staffing crisis that threatens safe, quality care. In the NHS workforce there are more than 106,000 vacancies, including 27,000 in nursing alone (Statista 2020 & NHS England 2024), with the overall NHS vacancy rate of 8.4% still far higher than the national UK average of 3.4% (The King’s Fund, 2025).

Retention is a significant additional concern. Mental health issues accounted for about 25% of all sick days in 2024 (GOV.UK 2026). Frequent burnout was noted by three out of ten employees.  A third of doctors reported struggling to cope with their workload on a weekly basis and most worked beyond their contracted hours (BMA 2025). Spending on temporary staffing has risen rapidly since 2018/19 (NHS England 2024). In view of the government's upcoming 10-year NHS workforce strategy, it is necessary and essential to assess this area because these demands have an impact on both patient safety and worker well-being (Department of Health and Social Care 2025).





3. Methods

Arksey and O'Malley's (2005) scoping review framework includes identifying the research topic, relevant studies, study selection, data charting, and reporting findings. A comprehensive search will be undertaken in university library, PubMed, and Google Scholar using topics such as NHS staffing, staff shortages, and patient care quality. 

4. Ethical Considerations

As this is a secondary research study drawing solely on publicly available literature, no primary data will be collected from human participants, and formal ethical approval is not required. 
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