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Research Report: Staff Burnout Among Nurses and Care Assistants in NHS Hospitals and Adult Residential Care Homes in England
Introduction 
Staff burnout has become a major concern within the UK health and social care sector, particularly following increased pressures caused by workforce shortages, rising service demand, and the long-term impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. Organisations across the sector have experienced significant challenges in maintaining workforce wellbeing while continuing to provide safe and effective care for patients and service users.
This report focuses specifically on nurses working in NHS hospital wards and care assistants working in adult residential care homes in England. These roles are central to patient care and involve constant interaction with individuals who may be ill, elderly, or vulnerable. Because of this, workers in these roles are often exposed to high levels of emotional and physical demand.
Burnout affects staff wellbeing, organisational performance, and the quality of care delivered. When healthcare professionals experience prolonged workplace stress without adequate support, they may become physically and emotionally exhausted. This exhaustion can negatively affect their ability to perform their roles effectively and may lead to sickness absence, reduced job satisfaction, and increased staff turnover.
This research report examines the issue of burnout among nurses and care assistants, explains why the topic is important, evaluates key sources of information, and outlines appropriate research methodologies and data collection methods. The report also reflects on the relevance of this topic for future professionals working within health and social care.


Identifying the Issue
Burnout is increasingly recognised as a serious issue affecting healthcare workers. The World Health Organization defines burnout as a syndrome resulting from chronic workplace stress that has not been successfully managed. It is characterised by emotional exhaustion, feelings of detachment from work, and reduced professional effectiveness.
Within NHS hospitals and adult residential care homes, burnout can develop when staff are exposed to continuous pressure without sufficient support or recovery time. Nurses and care assistants often work long shifts while managing complex care needs, high patient numbers, and emotionally challenging situations.
In hospital wards, nurses are responsible for monitoring patients, administering medication, responding to emergencies, and supporting families. These responsibilities require constant attention and can involve high levels of emotional strain, particularly when patients are seriously ill.
Care assistants in residential care homes face similar pressures. Their work involves supporting elderly residents with personal care, mobility, medication, and emotional support. Many residents may be living with dementia, long-term illness, or reduced independence, which can create emotionally demanding situations for staff.
Staff shortages are another significant contributor to burnout. When organisations struggle to recruit and retain staff, existing workers may need to cover additional shifts or manage higher workloads. According to NHS England, stress and mental health problems are among the most common causes of sickness absence among NHS employees.
Over time, these pressures can lead to emotional exhaustion, reduced motivation, and a feeling of being overwhelmed by work responsibilities. If burnout is not addressed, it can negatively affect both staff wellbeing and the quality of care provided to patients and residents.


Who is Affected and Why It Matters
This research focuses specifically on two key groups: NHS nurses working in hospital wards and care assistants working in adult residential care homes. These workers are particularly vulnerable to burnout because they provide direct, hands-on care to patients and residents every day.
For nurses working in hospital wards, burnout can develop due to long shifts, high patient numbers, and the pressure of making important clinical decisions. Nurses often work 12-hour shifts and may care for multiple patients with complex medical needs. In addition to physical tasks, they must also provide emotional support to patients and families who may be experiencing fear, grief, or uncertainty.
Care assistants in residential care homes face different but equally challenging pressures. Their work involves helping residents with daily activities such as washing, dressing, eating, and mobility. Many residents require continuous support due to age-related conditions or cognitive decline. Providing this level of care can be physically demanding and emotionally challenging, especially when staff develop close relationships with residents.
Burnout among these workers matters because it directly affects the quality of care provided to vulnerable individuals. When staff are exhausted or overwhelmed, they may struggle to maintain the same level of attention, patience, and emotional support required in care settings.
Research from The King’s Fund highlights that high levels of stress among healthcare staff are linked to lower morale and increased staff turnover. When experienced nurses or care assistants leave their roles due to burnout, organisations must recruit and train new staff, which can take time and resources.
This creates a cycle where staff shortages increase workload for remaining workers, which can lead to further burnout. As a result, addressing staff burnout is not only important for employee wellbeing but also for maintaining stable healthcare services.


Reflection on Topic Choice
This topic was chosen because staff wellbeing is becoming an increasingly important issue within the health and social care sector. Nurses and care assistants play a critical role in supporting patients and residents, yet their work often involves high levels of stress and responsibility.
Studying burnout among these workers is particularly relevant for individuals preparing to enter the health and social care field. Understanding the challenges faced by healthcare staff helps future professionals develop realistic expectations about working in caring roles.
Researching this topic has also highlighted the importance of supportive workplace environments. Factors such as good leadership, effective communication, and access to wellbeing support can make a significant difference to how staff manage workplace stress.
By understanding the causes of burnout, future professionals can learn how to support colleagues, promote positive workplace culture, and prioritise their own wellbeing while working in demanding environments.
Evaluating Information Sources
This report uses three key sources to explore staff burnout in healthcare settings.
Source 1: The King’s Fund (2022)
The The King’s Fund provides detailed research on workforce wellbeing within the NHS. Their reports highlight increasing levels of stress and emotional exhaustion among healthcare professionals, particularly nurses.
The organisation is widely respected in UK healthcare research, which increases the reliability of the information presented. However, the research focuses mainly on NHS hospital staff and provides less information about workers in residential social care settings.


Source 2: World Health Organization (2019)
The World Health Organization provides an internationally recognised definition of burnout through the International Classification of Diseases (ICD-11).
This source is valuable because it provides a clear and consistent definition that researchers can use when studying burnout. However, it focuses on a global perspective rather than the specific challenges faced by UK healthcare workers.
Source 3: NHS England Workforce Report (2023)
Data from NHS England provides statistical evidence relating to staff sickness absence and workforce pressures.
This report highlights that stress and mental health issues are among the leading causes of sickness absence in the NHS. The strength of this source is that it provides up-to-date data about workforce trends. However, it mainly presents numerical data and does not explore staff experiences in detail.
Gaps in Current Research
Although existing research provides valuable information about burnout in healthcare, several gaps remain.
One limitation is the lack of research focusing specifically on care assistants working in residential care homes. Many studies focus primarily on hospital staff, despite the fact that social care workers face similar challenges.
Another gap is the limited exploration of staff experiences. While statistical data shows that burnout exists, more qualitative research is needed to understand how nurses and care assistants experience workplace stress in their daily roles.


Research Methodologies
Research methodology refers to the overall strategy used to conduct research.
Quantitative research involves collecting numerical data that can be analysed statistically. For example, surveys could measure stress levels or job satisfaction among nurses and care assistants.
Qualitative research focuses on exploring people’s experiences and perspectives. Interviews could be used to understand how staff feel about workload, emotional pressure, and organisational support.
A mixed-methods approach would be most suitable for studying burnout among nurses and care assistants. Quantitative data could identify how common burnout is, while qualitative data would provide deeper insight into the experiences behind the statistics.
Data Collection
Data collection refers to how information is gathered during research.
For this study, primary data would be particularly useful because it would involve collecting information directly from nurses and care assistants.
A questionnaire could be distributed to hospital nurses and care home staff to measure stress levels, workload, and job satisfaction. This would provide quantitative data that could be analysed to identify patterns.
Semi-structured interviews could then be conducted with selected participants. These interviews would allow staff to describe their experiences of workplace pressure and discuss the support they receive from their organisations.
However, collecting data from healthcare workers can be challenging because they often have demanding work schedules. Ethical considerations such as confidentiality, informed consent, and voluntary participation would also need to be carefully managed.


Conclusion
This report has examined staff burnout among nurses working in NHS hospital wards and care assistants working in adult residential care homes in England.
Burnout occurs when prolonged workplace stress leads to emotional, physical, and mental exhaustion. High workloads, staff shortages, and emotional demands are key factors contributing to burnout in these roles.
The report evaluated several key sources, including research from The King’s Fund, the World Health Organization, and NHS England.
Understanding burnout among nurses and care assistants is important because it affects staff wellbeing, workforce stability, and the quality of care provided to vulnerable individuals.
Addressing this issue is essential for maintaining a sustainable healthcare workforce and ensuring that patients and residents continue to receive safe and compassionate care. 
Reference List
NHS England (2023) NHS workforce statistics and staff sickness absence. London: NHS England. Available at: https://www.england.nhs.uk 
The King’s Fund (2022) NHS workforce: our position. London: The King’s Fund. Available at: https://www.kingsfund.org.uk 
World Health Organization (2019) Burn-out an occupational phenomenon: International Classification of Diseases (ICD-11). Geneva: World Health Organization. Available at: https://www.who.int 
Skills for Care (2023) The state of the adult social care sector and workforce in England. Leeds: Skills for Care. Available at: https://www.skillsforcare.org.uk 

6

1

image1.png
Prifysgol Cymru
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

University of Wales
Trinity Saint David




