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2. Report: The Origins and Structure of the National Health Service (NHS) 

2.1 Introduction 

The National Health Service (NHS) is the United Kingdom’s public health service. It provides free medical help to people who 
use it. The NHS was founded in 1948 and forever altered British life. Prior to the NHS many people couldn’t afford to visit a 
doctor or go to a hospital. Private medical care was only available to the rich. Poor families often had no help at all. After the 
Second World War, people wanted a fairer society where everyone could get health care. The central idea of the NHS was 
simple: that every person should get medical help when they need it, not only those with money. The NHS became a symbol of 
equality and care for all. 

2.2 The Beginning of the NHS 

Prior to 1948, health care in Britain wasn’t structured for everyone. Rich people financed private doctors, and the poor had to 
depend on charity or local councils. There were significant variations in the quality of care based on socioeconomic status 
(Greengross et al., 1999). The government coordinated medical assistance for soldiers and workers during the Second World 
War. This demonstrated that a national health system would work for everyone (The National Archives, 2023). Then in 1942 a 
man named Sir William Beveridge wrote an important report called Social Insurance and Allied Services. He stressed the 
importance of the government doing exactly this and he referred to it as five main problems in society: poverty, disease, 
ignorance, bad housing and unemployment (Beveridge, 1942). He wanted the government to care for people “from the cradle to 
the grave” in other words to their entire lives. After the war, the Labour Party won the 1945 election. The new health minister, 
Aneurin Bevan, had a vision to set up a national health service. Bevan said health care should be a human right, not a purchase. 
The NHS should, according to him, be “universal, free at the point of use, and based on need, not income” (Greengross et al., 
1999). Doctors and local officials didn’t agree with Bevan’s scheme for fear of losing money or power. But Bevan didn’t stop and, 



on 5 July 1948, the NHS began (The National Archives, 2023). The basic rules were three central – and fundamental – ones on 
which our NHS was built: 

1. It must meet the needs of everyone. 

2. It must be free when people use it. 

3. It must be based on need, not ability to pay. 

These ideas laid the groundwork for the NHS and continue to serve the service (The National Archives, 2023). 

2.3 The NHS Today 

Today, the NHS is one of the most important parts of life in the United Kingdom. It helps millions of people every day and 
provides many services — from emergency care to vaccinations and surgery (UK Parliament, 2024). 
However, the NHS is not exactly the same everywhere in the UK. There are four separate systems: NHS England, NHS 
Scotland, NHS Wales, and Health and Social Care in Northern Ireland. Each one is managed separately, but they all follow the 
same principles and values (UK Parliament, 2024). In England, NHS England is responsible for planning health services and 
giving money to local groups called Integrated Care Boards (ICBs). These boards decide what services their area needs — for 
example, hospitals, general practitioners (GPs), or community clinics (The King’s Fund, 2024). 

Hospitals and clinics are managed by NHS Trusts, which provide care to local people. Primary care, such as GPs, dentists, and 
pharmacists, also works under the NHS system. Sometimes private companies help with specific services, like blood tests or 
eye checks (The King’s Fund, 2024). 

The NHS is mainly paid for by taxes. The government collects money from the public and then gives it to NHS England. This 
allows everyone to get medical care without paying directly at the time of treatment (UK Parliament, 2024). This system makes 
health care fairer, because it depends on need, not on wealth. People who are rich and poor receive the same level of medical 
care when they are sick (The National Archives, 2023). 



2.4 Challenges of the NHS 

Now the NHS is confronted with many issues. One big issue is the population is getting older. The longer that people live, the 
more long-term illnesses they develop, such as heart disease, diabetes, and arthritis. So hospitals and clinics are busier than 
they used to be (The King’s Fund, 2024). Another issue is a shortage of staff. Doctors and nurses, among other workers, quit 
because they are tired or stressed and sometimes because of the pay. The King’s Fund (2024) reports there are tens of 
thousands of staff vacancies within the NHS. That increases wait times for patients and piles on some pressure on hospitals. 
Money is also a big issue. Taxes pay the NHS, but every year the cost of new medicines, medical technologies, and equipment 
rises. The government finds itself choosing how much to spend on the NHS, and not always with the necessary funds (UK 
Parliament, 2024). That is another big challenge, linking health care and social care. Many patients, particularly elderly patients, 
require medical treatment and assistance at home. Local councils and the hospitals don’t always collaborate well. As a result, 
some patients remain in hospital longer than necessary, with home care not yet prepared for them (Greengross et al., 1999). 
New technology should be used by the NHS, investment should be made in prevention and hospitals and the social care sector 
should collaborate to deliver better care (The King’s Fund, 2024). 

The NHS Long Term Plan focuses on driving healthier lifestyles, early diagnosis, and improved mental health services to tackle 
pressure on hospitals (UK Parliament, 2024). However it is, despite all these problems, the NHS remains most respected. To 
many British, it is a sign of equality and fairness. Surveys reveal that the public still holds fast to the original idea — that health 
care should be free and in everyone’s hands at all times (The National Archives, 2023). 

2.5 Conclusion 

The National Health Service was established to provide fairness to all within health care free of charge. It came about after the 
war and sought to provide people with the right to see a doctor and get treatment regardless of their income level. The NHS has 
saved many lives and improved health across the UK, and has been running since 1948. There are challenges, including a 
shortage of staff, long waits, and an ageing population. Yet, despite these issues, the NHS remains one of the most important 
aspects of life in Britain. It remains a symbol of fairness, kindness, and respect to all who need care. 
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