
The Origins and Structure of the NHS 

 
The National Health Service, or NHS, is one of the most important public services in the 
United Kingdom. It provides health care that is free at the point of use, meaning people 
can receive treatment without paying each time. Today, this feels normal, but before the 
NHS existed, health care was not equal. Understanding how the NHS began and how it 
is structured today helps explain why it is such a vital part of health and social care. 

 

Origins of the NHS 

 

Before 1948, getting medical help was often expensive and unfair. According to NHS 
historical reports (NHS, 2023), many families had to pay directly to see a doctor, and 
some avoided treatment because they could not afford the fees. Only some workers 
had limited support through the National Insurance Act of 1911, but this left out many 
people, including women, children and the unemployed. 

 

After the Second World War, the UK wanted to rebuild and reduce inequality. According 
to government documents from the time (UK Government, 1948), the war showed how 
effective organised medical services could be during emergencies. This encouraged the 
idea of creating a national health service that supported everyone. Aneurin Bevan, the 
Minister of Health, led this work. According to parliamentary records (Bevan, 1948), his 
main aim was to provide health care for all, funded by taxation instead of individual 
payments. 

 

The NHS officially began on 5 July 1948. According to the official NHS history page 
(NHS, 2023), the service brought together hospitals, doctors, nurses, dentists, 
pharmacists and other professionals into one national system. It was built on three 
important principles: meeting everyone’s needs, being free at the point of delivery, and 
providing care based on clinical need rather than someone’s ability to pay. These 
principles remain central to the NHS today. 

 

 

Structure of the NHS 



 

The NHS is a very large organisation, and its structure has changed many times. One 
key point is that the NHS is not a single service across the whole UK anymore. Health 
care is devolved, which means England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland each 
have their own NHS. According to NHS guidance (NHS England, 2023), all four systems 
follow the same basic principles but organise services slightly differently. 

 

In England, the Department of Health and Social Care is responsible for national policy. 
NHS England oversees the delivery of services and ensures they are safe and effective. 
According to the Department of Health and Social Care (DHSC, 2022), the NHS in 
England is divided into local areas called Integrated Care Systems (ICSs). ICSs bring 
together hospitals, GP practices, mental health teams, community services and local 
councils to plan and manage care for their region. 

 

The NHS provides care through several main parts. Primary care is usually the first place 
people go for support. This includes GP surgeries, dentists, pharmacists and opticians. 
According to NHS information (NHS, 2023), GPs play a key role because they assess 
patients, treat common health issues and refer people to specialist services when 
needed. 

 

Secondary care covers hospital services such as emergency departments, surgery, 
maternity care and specialist clinics. Most secondary care services require a GP 
referral, except in urgent situations. 

 

There is also community care, which supports people outside of the hospital. This 
includes district nurses, physiotherapists, health visitors and social care staff. 
According to community health guidance (NHS England, 2023), community services are 
becoming more important as more people live with long-term conditions and need 
regular support at home. 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 



 

The NHS was created to make health care fair and accessible for everyone. Since 1948, 
it has grown into a large and structured system that delivers a wide range of services 
across the UK. Although the NHS continues to face challenges, its main principles 
remain the same. Understanding its origins and structure shows why it is still one of the 
most valued public services in the country. 
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