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Introduction:
The UK health and social care sector continues to face significant challenges, with workforce shortages remaining one of the most urgent and persistent issues. This report explores the ongoing workforce shortage affecting both the National Health Service (NHS) and adult social care services across the UK. The purpose of this research is to examine the scale, causes and impact of the staffing crisis, and to evaluate why it requires urgent investigation. Through the use of established data sources, this report will analyse current workforce trends, identify key groups affected, and explain the research methodology and data collection approach used.
Task 1: Research Topic Identification 
Identifying the Issue
One of the most significant ongoing issues within the UK health and social care sector is the severe and persistent workforce shortage. This challenge affects both the NHS and the adult social care sector, with consequences for patient safety, service quality and long-term sustainability. According to The King’s Fund (2024), the NHS continues to operate with tens of thousands of unfilled positions, particularly in nursing, general practice and mental health. Similarly, in adult social care, vacancy  rates remain among the highest of any UK sector (Skills for Care, 2025).
The issue affects a wide range of stakeholders including patients, service users, healthcare professionals, social care workers and organisations responsible for delivering statutory services. Patients experience longer waiting times, reduced access to specialist care, and delayed treatments. Care workers face burnout, excessive workloads and reduced job satisfaction, while organisations struggle to retain staff and maintain high-quality service delivery. The scale and consequences of the workforce shortage mean it is an issue of national importance.
Who the Issue Affects
Patients and Service Users
Patients are directly impacted by increased waiting times, appointment cancellations and difficulty accessing care. For example, The King’s Fund (2024) reports that staffing gaps directly contribute to treatment delays and growing waiting lists across hospital and community services. In social care, shortages have resulted in delayed home care packages and reduced availability of support services, leaving vulnerable adults at greater risk of harm (CQC, 2023).
Healthcare and Social Care Workers
Workforce shortages lead to heavier workloads and increased stress levels for existing staff. This results in burnout, higher sickness absence and staff turnover, reinforcing the cycle of shortages. Buchan et al. (2024) highlight that staffing pressures contribute to reduced morale, lower retention rates and increased reliance on agency staff, which is costly and unsustainable.
Organisations and the Health System
NHS Trusts and social care providers face financial strain due to recruitment difficulties, training demands and the rising costs associated with agency staff. The CQC (2023) notes that many providers struggle to maintain consistent staffing levels, affecting service quality and regulatory compliance. Workforce shortages also hinder implementation of long-term improvement strategies and innovation.
Justification for the Research
There is a strong justification for conducting research on the workforce shortage within UK health and social care due to the scale of its impact and its potential long-term consequences. First, workforce shortages directly affect the safety and wellbeing of service users, making it a critical area for investigation. Second, the shortages threaten the sustainability of the NHS and social care systems by increasing costs and reducing effectiveness. Third, as demand for health and social care services continues to rise due to an ageing population, the need for a stable and sufficient workforce has become increasingly urgent (DHSC, 2024).
This research is also justified because it contributes to a better understanding of the root causes of workforce shortages, such as financial constraints, limited training capacity, recruitment challenges, and poor retention. Without evidence-based research, it is difficult for policymakers and organisations to implement effective workforce planning strategies.
Three Supporting Information Sources
Source 1: The King's Fund – “NHS Workforce: Key Statistics and Trends”
Content and relevance:
This report provides an in-depth analysis of staffing levels across NHS England, including vacancy data, recruitment trends, retention challenges, and future workforce projections. It highlights critical shortages in nursing, midwifery, and mental health services. The report also explores demographic changes, including the ageing workforce and reliance on international recruitment.
Justification for selection:
I selected this source because it is widely recognised for its high-quality research and independent analysis of UK health policy. The King's Fund provides reliable, up-to-date data crucial for understanding national workforce patterns. Its statistics and insights help explain why shortages persist and why they matter for service delivery, making it highly relevant to the research topic.
Source 2: Skills for Care – “The State of the Adult Social Care Sector and Workforce in England”
Content and relevance:
This annual report examines workforce issues specifically within the adult social care sector. It includes detailed data on vacancies, turnover rates, training, pay, and workforce demographics. The report highlights longstanding shortages of care workers and support staff, as well as the impact of low wages and limited career progression.
Justification for selection:
Skills for Care is the leading authority on social care workforce intelligence. Their detailed datasets provide valuable insights into recruitment challenges, staff retention, and sector trends. This source is essential for understanding how workforce shortages affect social care services, which is particularly important given the sector’s dependence on frontline care workers.
Source 3: NHS England – “Long Term Workforce Plan”
Content and relevance:
This official government strategy outlines long-term initiatives to address workforce shortages across the NHS. It includes plans for expanding training places, improving retention, increasing apprenticeships, and supporting international recruitment. The plan identifies future priorities and highlights the need for sustainable workforce growth over the next 15 years.
Justification for selection:
This source was chosen because it presents the most current national policy response to staffing shortages. It offers valuable context for understanding how government and organisational strategies aim to tackle the crisis. The document also helps link the research problem to broader policy development, strengthening the academic relevance of the topic.
Task 2: Research Methodologies
Quantitative and qualitative research methodologies offer different approaches to understanding complex issues. Quantitative research focuses on numerical data, trends and statistical analysis. It is useful for identifying patterns, measuring change over time, and obtaining objective results. In the context of workforce shortages, quantitative data includes vacancy rates, turnover rates, staffing levels and patient outcomes.
In contrast, qualitative research explores individuals’ experiences, opinions and perceptions through interviews, focus groups or thematic analysis. It provides detailed insights into staff experiences, job satisfaction, organisational cultures and the reasons professionals choose to leave or remain within the sector.
The main difference between these approaches lies in the type of data collected: quantitative methods emphasise measurable variables, whereas qualitative approaches examine meaning and context.
For the purpose of this research, a mixed-methods approach will be adopted. This combines quantitative analysis of national workforce statistics with qualitative insights from existing literature about staff experiences. A mixed-methods methodology is justified because the issue of workforce shortages is multidimensional. Quantitative data alone cannot explain the underlying reasons for recruitment and retention challenges, while qualitative data alone cannot capture the scale of the problem. By integrating both methods, the research provides a more comprehensive and balanced understanding of the issue.
Task 3: Data Collection
Data collection in research typically involves primary or secondary data sources. Primary data refers to information collected directly from participants through surveys, interviews, observations or focus groups. It offers original, first-hand insights but can be time-consuming and resource-intensive. Secondary data involves the use of existing information that has already been collected by organisations, researchers or government bodies. Examples include published reports, academic articles, national statistics and regulatory documents.
For this research, secondary data will be used. This is because the issue of workforce shortages has been extensively documented by reputable organisations such as The King’s Fund, Skills for Care, NHS England and the CQC. Secondary data is appropriate for this topic because it provides large-scale, reliable information and established datasets that are necessary to understand national trends. Additionally, secondary data supports a mixed-methods approach, as existing literature provides both quantitative statistics and qualitative analysis of staff experiences.
Using secondary data also ensures the research remains feasible within the time and resource constraints of the assignment. It enables access to high-quality information that would be difficult to obtain through primary data collection alone, such as longitudinal datasets and national workforce figures.
Conclusion
This report has shown how deeply workforce shortages affect health and social care in the UK, shaping the experiences of patients, staff, and the organisations that support them. By examining trusted academic and industry sources, it becomes clear that staff shortages lower the quality of care, increase pressure on workers, and create long-term risks for the system. A mixed-methods approach was identified as the most suitable, as it captures both measurable trends and real human experiences. Using secondary data provided reliable, relevant insight. Overall, the findings highlight that tackling workforce shortages is vital for improving care and protecting the wellbeing of everyone involved.
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