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Introduction:
This report examines the workforce shortage crisis currently affecting the United Kingdom's health and social care sector. Across both the National Health Service and adult social care, the number of qualified staff available to deliver services falls short of what is required to meet demand safely and effectively. This problem has developed over many years and continues to grow (NHS England, 2023). This report identifies and describes the issue, evaluates three relevant sources, considers appropriate research methodologies, and outlines how data should be collected to support meaningful investigation.
The research topic selected for this report is the workforce shortage affecting the United Kingdom's health and social sector. A workforce shortage occurs when the number of trained and qualified professionals available to work within a sector is insufficient to meet demand. In health and social care, this means there are not enough doctors, nurses, care workers, social workers and allied health professionals to provide the required volume and standard of care (The King’s Fund, 2025).
Describing the issue:
The shortage affects a wide range of people, including patients and service users who experience longer waiting times for appointments, assessments and treatments. Older adults, those living with long-term conditions, and individuals experiencing mental health crises are particularly vulnerable (Care Quality Commission, 2025). For those who depend on social care to maintain independence, gaps in provision carry serious consequences for dignity, safety and well-being (Skills for Care, 2025). Care workers and clinical professionals are equally affected. When teams operate below safe staffing levels, workloads become unsustainable, leading to burnout (The King’s Fund, 2025). Burnout further worsens the shortage as experienced staff leave prematurely. Organisations are also impacted, relying on costly agency staff to fill vacancies, diverting resources away from service development and quality improvement (Care Quality Commission, 2025).
Several interconnected causes underpin this shortage. The United Kingdom's population is ageing, increasing demand while the working-age population grows more slowly (Office for National Statistics, 2022). Investment in training has not kept pace, and the removal of NHS bursaries in 2017 contributed to a fall in nursing applications (NHS England, 2023). In social care, low pay relative to the complexity of the work has made recruitment and retention difficult (Skills for Care, 2025). The ending of freedom of movement following Brexit reduced access to European Union workers, and visa restrictions have further limited international recruitment (Care Quality Commission, 2025). The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated these pressures, driving staff out through burnout and ill health while disrupting training pipelines (NHS England, 2023).The need to research this topic is clear, as workforce planning in the United Kingdom has historically been reactive rather than strategic (The King’s Fund, 2025). Research that examines the issue across the sector can produce more useful and actionable evidence than studies focused on a single professional group (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). To conduct this research, the following three sources will be analysed.
Source One: NHS England (2023). NHS Long term workforce plan.
This document sets out a fifteen-year strategy for addressing workforce shortfalls across the health service, covering training expansion, retention improvements and reducing reliance on international recruitment (NHS England, 2023). Its relevance is direct, addressing causes and consequences across multiple professional groups. It was selected as the most authoritative statement of current government policy, providing a baseline for assessment. A limitation is that it focuses more on the NHS than social care, reflecting a tendency to treat them separately.
Source two: Skills for Care (2025).
This annual report draws on data from thousands of registered care providers, presenting a comprehensive picture of workforce size, vacancy rates, turnover, pay and future projections (Skills for Care, 2025). It was selected because any credible investigation must engage with social care as seriously as the NHS. Its longitudinal format enables trends to be examined over time, which is essential for understanding whether the gap is narrowing or deepening. It is produced to official statistics standards, ensuring methodological transparency.
Source three: The King’s Fund (2025).
This independent report provides a critical assessment of NHS workforce pressures and recommendations for reform. Unlike the previous sources, it is produced independently of government and can evaluate policy with greater critical distance (The King’s Fund, 2025). It was selected to ensure a balanced investigation drawing on a range of perspectives.
Research methodologies:
Research methodology refers to the framework guiding how a study is designed and how knowledge is generated (Bryman, 2016). The two principal approaches are quantitative and qualitative. Quantitative research focuses on numerical data and statistical analysis to identify patterns across large populations. Its strength is objectivity, but it cannot fully explain underlying causes (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). Qualitative research focuses on meaning and experience using interviews, focus groups and observation. Its strength lies in exploring human dimensions, though findings are context-specific and less transferable (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023).
For this research topic, a mixed-method approach is most appropriate. Workforce shortages are both a measurable structural issue and a human experience. Quantitative methods establish scale and distribution, while qualitative methods explain why people leave or do not enter the sector. Mixed methods are most effective when both breadth and depth are required (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2017), which applies directly to this study.
Data Collection
Data collection is the process by which a researcher gathers information to address a research question (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). Data is categorised as primary or secondary. Primary data is collected directly using interviews, questionnaires and focus groups (Bryman, 2016). Its main advantage is relevance to the research question, though it requires significant time, resources and ethical consideration. Secondary data, such as reports and workforce statistics, already exists. Its advantages are accessibility and broader coverage, though it may not fully align with the research focus (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023).
For this research, a combined approach is recommended. Secondary data from sources such as Skills for Care (2025) and NHS England (2023) would establish the scope and trajectory of the shortage, informing primary data collection. The primary phase would combine structured questionnaires for quantitative data with semi-structured interviews to provide qualitative insight into lived experiences (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2017), producing findings that are both statistically grounded and meaningful.
Conclusion
This report has examined the workforce shortage in UK health and social care as a significant issue. It affects patients through delayed access to care, staff through burnout, and organisations through financial strain (The King’s Fund, 2025; Care Quality Commission, 2025). Causes include an ageing population, removal of NHS bursaries, Brexit, visa restrictions, and the impact of COVID-19 (NHS England, 2023; Office for National Statistics, 2022). Three sources were evaluated, providing a balanced evidence base. A mixed-methods approach was identified as most appropriate, supported by both primary and secondary data collection. Together, these findings establish a clear and justified framework for investigating a major challenge facing UK public health services.
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