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Research Report  

The NHS Staffing Crisis. 
 

Introduction 
The NHS staffing crisis is the most significant threat to the UK’s healthcare sustainability. 

Characterised by over 100,000 vacancies, the crisis stems from a decade of underfunding, post-

pandemic exhaustion, and real terms pay stagnation. This shortage creates a "vicious cycle": 

existing staff face extreme burnout covering gaps, leading to higher turnover and further strain 

on services. 

 

Consequently, patient waiting lists have reached record highs and industrial action has become 

frequent. While the NHS Long Term Workforce Plan aims to expand domestic training and 

improve retention, the service remains heavily reliant on international recruitment to maintain 

basic safety. 

1.1 Selection of Research Topic  
 

The identified problem is the chronic workforce shortage within the UK National Health Service 

(NHS), specifically focusing on the acute hospital sector. Currently, the NHS faces a critical deficit 

of over 100,000 full-time equivalent staff, including nurses, doctors, and allied health professionals. 

This crisis has moved beyond a simple recruitment issue into a systemic failure of retention and 

workforce planning. 

 

This problem profoundly affects three key groups. For staff, the shortage creates a high-pressure 

environment leading to burnout, moral injury, and increased sickness absence. For service users, it 

manifests as record-long waiting lists, delayed treatments, and a compromised quality of person-

centered care. For care organisations, the crisis results in massive financial strain due to the high 

cost of "agency" or "locum" staff required to maintain safe staffing ratios. 

 

The justification for this research is both social and personal. Socially, the crisis threatens the 

fundamental principle of the NHS: care free at the point of use. According to recent NHS England 

data, vacancy rates in nursing remain consistently high at approximately 10%, directly correlating 

with increased mortality rates and decreased patient safety (Aiken et al., 2014). The social urgency 

lies in ensuring the long-term viability of the UK's public health infrastructure. 

 

Personally, this research is driven by a commitment to improving workplace culture and operational 

efficiency. It links directly to my professional development by enhancing my understanding of 

strategic human resource management and health policy. By investigating the root causes of staff 

turnover—such as pay stagnation and poor work-life balance—I aim to develop the analytical skills 

necessary to lead teams effectively and advocate for evidence-based retention strategies in my 

future career within health and social care management. 

 

1.2 Evaluating information sources  
 



To investigate the systemic nature of the NHS staffing crisis, three core information sources have been 

selected for analysis: the NHS Long Term Workforce Plan (2023), a seminal peer-reviewed study by 

Aiken et al. (2014) regarding nurse staffing and patient mortality, and recent independent reports 

from the King’s Fund (2024). These sources offer a blend of governmental strategy, academic 

evidence, and independent policy analysis. 

 

Summary of Content 

 

The NHS Long Term Workforce Plan acts as the primary strategic framework for the next fifteen years, 

focusing on three pillars: train, retain, and reform. It outlines targets to double medical school places 

and significantly increase nursing training intake by 2031. Complementing this, the research by Aiken 

et al. provides empirical evidence across European hospitals, demonstrating that every increase in a 

nurse’s patient load by one person is associated with a 7% increase in the likelihood of a surgical 

patient dying within 30 days. Finally, the King’s Fund provides real-time data on the vacancy crisis, 

highlighting the financial burden of spending approximately £3 billion annually on temporary agency 

staff to plug gaps in the workforce. 

 

Justification of Sources (The CRAAP Test) 

 

The CRAAP test (Currency, Relevance, Authority, Accuracy, and Purpose) has been applied to ensure 

these sources are academically robust: 

 

1. Currency: The NHS Plan (2023) and King’s Fund reports (2024) are highly current, reflecting post-

Brexit and post-pandemic economic realities. While the Aiken et al. (2014) study is a decade old, its 

longitudinal data remains the gold standard for clinical safety research. 

 

2. Relevance: Each source directly addresses the research question regarding the causes and 

consequences of personnel shortages within acute hospital settings. 

 

3. Authority: NHS England is the official governing body, the King’s Fund is an internationally 

respected independent think-tank, and Aiken et al. are leading scholars in health sciences. 

 

4. Accuracy: These documents utilize verified data from the Electronic Staff Record (ESR) and peer-

reviewed methodologies, ensuring the information is reliable and cross-referenced against national 

statistics. 

 

5. Purpose: The NHS Plan serves a strategic and political purpose, while the King’s Fund and Aiken et 

al. provide impartial, evidence-based analysis intended to inform public health improvements. 



 

Relationship to Research Question 

 

These sources are vital for addressing the research question from multiple perspectives. The King’s 

Fund data identifies the scale of the problem by highlighting the volume of vacancies and the 

resulting financial instability. The Aiken study provides the clinical justification for the research, 

proving that understaffing is a life-and-death safety concern rather than just a logistical 

inconvenience. Finally, the NHS Long Term Workforce Plan offers a prospective solution, allowing for 

an evaluation of whether current government strategies are sufficient to resolve the crisis. By 

synthesizing these perspectives, it is argued that the crisis is a multi-dimensional failure of both 

clinical safety and long-term policy. 

 

Gaps in the Research 

 

Despite the wealth of data, several gaps remain. First, existing research leans heavily toward 

quantitative data (headcounts) rather than qualitative data regarding the lived experience and morale 

of staff. There is a specific lack of research into why mid-career professionals—those with 10–15 years 

of experience—are leaving the service at higher rates than previous decades. Furthermore, while 

nurses and doctors are frequently studied, a gap exists in research concerning allied health 

professionals (such as radiographers and therapists) who are essential to patient flow. Lastly, evidence 

remains limited on the long-term effectiveness of "digital healthcare" and AI as a substitute for human 

labor in mitigating staffing gaps. This research will highlight these under-explored areas. 

 

1.3 Research Methodologies 
 

 

The selection of an appropriate research methodology is fundamental to ensuring that 

investigations into complex healthcare issues, such as the NHS staffing crisis, yield both 

statistically significant and contextually rich data. Research methodologies are broadly 

categorized into three approaches: quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). Quantitative research focuses on numerical data and statistical analysis to 

identify patterns or trends, such as vacancy rates. Qualitative research explores subjective 

experiences and meanings through interviews or open-ended surveys to understand "why" 

certain phenomena occur, such as staff burnout. A mixed-methods approach integrates both, 

allowing for a comprehensive understanding that numbers alone cannot provide (Johnson et al., 

2007). 

 

To answer the research question regarding the NHS staffing crisis, a mixed-methods approach 

has been chosen. This decision is justified because the staffing crisis is not merely a logistical 

deficit of numbers but also a crisis of morale and workplace culture. By combining quantitative 

data on nurse-to-patient ratios with qualitative insights from staff exit interviews, a more holistic 

view of the problem is achieved. 

 



The three information sources explored in Part 1.2 demonstrate these varied methodologies. The 

King’s Fund reports use a quantitative approach to track vacancy statistics and financial spending. 

The study by Aiken et al. (2014) also employs quantitative modelling to link staffing levels to 

mortality rates. Conversely, the NHS Long Term Workforce Plan uses a mixed-methods 

foundation, drawing on large-scale workforce data alongside stakeholder consultations and 

qualitative feedback from healthcare professionals to inform future policy. 

 

1.4 Data Collection 
 

Data collection is the systematic process of gathering information to address a specific research 

question, categorized into primary and secondary techniques. Primary data collection involves 

gathering original information directly from sources through methods such as interviews, surveys, 

or focus groups (Saunders et al., 2019). Secondary data collection involves the analysis of existing 

information that has already been gathered and recorded by others, such as government reports, 

academic journals, and historical records. 

 

To address the NHS staffing crisis research question, secondary data collection has been chosen. 

This decision is justified because the scale of the national staffing deficit requires access to large-

scale, longitudinal datasets—such as those from the Electronic Staff Record—that would be 

impossible for an individual researcher to collect independently. The information sources 

explored in Part 1.2 primarily utilize secondary data; for instance, the King’s Fund and the NHS 

Long Term Workforce Plan synthesize national workforce statistics to identify trends. The study by 

Aiken et al. (2014) also relies on extensive secondary hospital records to correlate staffing levels 

with patient outcomes. 

 

The primary advantage of secondary data is its efficiency, providing access to vast amounts of 

high-quality, pre-verified information at a low cost. However, a significant disadvantage is that 

the data may have been collected for a different purpose, potentially lacking the specific 

qualitative nuances of current staff morale. Despite this, secondary data remains the most robust 

method for analyzing high-level policy impacts and national workforce trends across the NHS. 

 

Conclusion 
 

The aim of this research was to investigate the systemic causes and clinical consequences of the NHS 

staffing crisis. Findings indicate that the shortage of over 100,000 personnel is driven by long-term 

underfunding and poor retention, directly compromising patient safety and mortality rates. While the 

research identifies these core drivers, a definitive answer to resolving the crisis remains elusive due to 

the unpredictable nature of future funding and inflation. Therefore, further research is necessary, 

specifically focusing on qualitative longitudinal studies of staff morale to develop more effective, 

person-c-entered retention strategies that address the workforce's evolving needs. 
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