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Research Proposal:  Long Waiting Lists on Patient Wellbeing in UK Healthcare


Topic, Review Question and Objectives

This scoping review examines the impact of long NHS waiting lists on patient wellbeing, a critical issue given that over 7.5 million people are currently on waiting lists across the UK (Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2025).
Review question: What does existing literature reveal about the impact of long waiting lists on patient wellbeing in the UK, and what are the key dimensions of this impact?
Objectives:
· To identify and map the physical, psychological and social wellbeing impacts experienced by patients awaiting NHS treatment.
· To explore demographic and socioeconomic factors influencing the severity of these impacts.
· To identify gaps in the current evidence base for future research.

2) Rationale:

NHS waiting lists represent a persistent and worsening challenge: 16.1% of adults reported being on a hospital waiting list in 2025 (ONS, 2025), and mental health waiting lists have grown by 29% over two years (Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2025). Despite this scale, the Health Foundation (2025) highlights a significant evidence gap regarding how long waits affect patient health and which patients are most vulnerable to harm while waiting. Emerging evidence shows that waiting is far from a neutral experience: a qualitative study of orthopaedic patients found that extended waits cause physical pain, reduced independence, anxiety, physical deterioration, delayed life plans, and declining trust in the NHS (Chan et al., 2025. Long waits also increase caring burdens on families, while digital interventions such as remote patient monitoring are increasingly used to support patients during this period (Department of Health and Social Care, 2025). This combination of physical, psychological, social and digital health relevance, alongside a clear evidence gap, justifies the topic's importance for health, social care and digital health practice.



3) Methods:

This review will follow Arksey and O'Malley's (2005) scoping review framework, suited to mapping a broad, emerging evidence base. PubMed, CINAHL, Scopus and Google Scholar will be searched using combinations of "waiting lists," "patient wellbeing," "mental health," "quality of life" and "NHS," limited to peer-reviewed English-language articles from 2015–2025. Studies will be included if they focus on UK NHS waiting-list patients, report on wellbeing, quality of life, or health outcomes, use primary or secondary methods, and are peer-reviewed. A data extraction form will capture author, year, design, population, setting, waiting-list type and key findings, with data synthesised thematically to identify patterns and gaps.





4) Ethical considerations: 

As secondary research using published studies, no ethical approval is required. The review will nonetheless respect the integrity of original participants and researchers, maintain transparency in search and selection processes, avoid sensationalising findings, and clearly acknowledge the limitations of included studies without overgeneralising.
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