
10 Unsustainable Pressures 
on the Health and Care 
System in England
November 2021



HEALTH AND CARE SYSTEM SUSTAINABILITY IN ENGLAND

mailto:corporate.communications%40rcn.org.uk?subject=


ROYAL COLLEGE OF NURSING

Introduction........................................................................................................................................4

1. NHS bed occupancy rate.............................................................................................................5

2. �Sickness absence in nurses working in the NHS and social care.....................................7

3. �NHS nursing workforce vacancy rate......................................................................................9

4. High COVID-19 infection rates..............................................................................................................11

5. NHS hospital waiting times..........................................................................................................13

6. �NHS elective / community waiting times...................................................................................15

7. Social care workforce vacancies...............................................................................................16

8. �International recruitment in the NHS and social care..............................................................17

9. �Insufficient domestic NHS and social care nursing supply................................................18

10. �Increased demand for social care services ..............................................................................  20

References ..........................................................................................................................................  22

Contents



HEALTH AND CARE SYSTEM SUSTAINABILITY IN ENGLAND

4



ROYAL COLLEGE OF NURSING

5BACK TO CONTENTS

1. NHS bed occupancy rate

Acute care is safest when hospitals operate with bed-occupancy 
rates below 85% because there is evidence that this can  
reduce the risk of infections and enable hospitals to respond  
more efficiently to outbreaks of flu and winter bugs, such as  
the norovirusi.  
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Accident and Emergency attendances have increased by 35.5% 
over the past year and are now back to pre-pandemic levels, 
having decreased over the past two years, emergency admissions 
now account for almost a quarter (23.9%) of all accident and 
emergency attendancesiv
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2. �Sickness absence in nurses 
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The latest NHS Staff Survey 2020, (which took place during 
October/November 2020 and was published in March 2021) found 
that 46.4% of all staff said that they had gone to work in the last 
three months despite not feeling well enough to perform their 
dutiesvi. There is no available sickness absence data for nursing 
staff working in services commissioned, but not delivered,  
by the NHS.

Comparably, the average number of sickness days taken every 
year among registered nurses working in the social care sector 
has almost doubled during the pandemic, increasing from an 
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3. �NHS nursing workforce  
vacancy rate

Vacant nursing posts compromise the safety and quality of 
care that patients receive, and health outcomesix

https://www.longtermplan.nhs.uk/


HEALTH AND CARE SYSTEM SUSTAINABILITY IN ENGLAND

10 BACK TO CONTENTS

NHS England FTE registered nurse vacancies
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4. High COVID-19 infection rates
The UK is experiencing the highest total number of cases of 
COVID-19 in Europe (9,448,402 as of 11 November 2021)xiv.  
The data is collected for international comparison and as such  
is UK wide. The UK Government’s latest COVID-19 data (as of 11 
November 2021) shows 42,408 daily cases. The latest data in for 
England shows 35,472 new cases for 11 November 2021.xv

In the UK, there were 6,519 patients admitted to hospital in a 
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Weekly number of deaths within 28 days of positive test as of 11 November 2021
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NHS England figures from October 2021 show that waiting  
times for ambulances were over two minutes longer than the 
seven-minute target for responding to the most urgent calls. The 
average response time for an ambulance that can take a patient 
to hospital (rather than a paramedic coming by bike or car) was 
close to the worst on record in October 2021 – eleven minutes  
57 secondsxxiii. 

For category two emergency calls (which cover heart attacks, 
seizures, and road traffic accidents) the average wait in October 
2021 was over 53 minutes 54 seconds, meaning that ambulances 
were taking almost three times as long to arrive than the minimum 
national target of 18 minutes.xxiv 

Finally, for category three emergencies (not immediately life-
threatening), the average response time was three hours 10 
minutes, just over half an hour more than the national two-hour 
standard.xxv

These wait times are affecting some of the people in the most 
pressing and urgent need of NHS assistance, who are routinely 
receiving uv
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6. �NHS elective / community  
waiting times 

The ‘backlog’ of people requiring elective care and treatment 
due to delays in the pandemic is becoming more evident. Latest 
figures from NHS Englandxxvi show that the number of people 
waiting to start consultant-led elective treatment has risen 
to a total of 5.8 million people at the end of September 2021, 
the highest number since records began in August 2007. This 
is nearly two and half times more than the 2.3 million patients 
when the waiting list was at its shortest in January 2009xxvii and 
is the equivalent of around one in 10 of the English population 
waiting to start treatment.xxviii

The number of people having to wait more than 52 weeks to start 
treatment was 300,566 in September 2021 – a 115% increase 
from September 2020 (139,545) and just over 180 times the 
number in February 2020 (1,613), on the eve of the pandemicxxix. 

231,421 urgent cancer referrals were made by GPs in September 
2021, up 15% from the 201,013 reported in September 2020, and 
19% from the 195,196 in September 2019. The 93% target for 
patients to be seen by a specialist consultant within two weeks 
of an urgent GP referral is still not being met and has declined; 
90.1% of people were seen by a consultant within two weeks in 
September 2019, this has fallen to 84.1% in September 2021.xxx 

The Secretary of State for Health and Care has recognised 
that waiting times are likely to get “a lot worse” before they get 
betterxxxi. These figures are also not necessarily a true indication 
of the people, effort, and resources which are required to reduce 
waiting times quickly, safely, and effectively. 

The figures do not show how many people waiting for services 
now have health concerns that are more serious or complex than 
they would have been, had it been possible for them to have 
been treated earlier. They also do not account for the number 
of cases that may be treated somewhat differently now (for 
example, settings or practice), than they might have expected or 
experienced prior to the pandemic. Trying to address the unmet 
needs people have, is likely to also place additional pressure  
on others.

+15%
Urgent cancer 
referals in 
September 2021
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7. Social care workforce vacancies
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8. �International recruitment  
in the NHS and social care

Internationally qualified nursing staff have always played a 
vital role in the UK’s health and care services, and in improving 
the health and wellbeing of the population. The RCN very 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/ournhspeople/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/ournhspeople/
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Number of applicants and acceptances to pre-registration nursing degree courses 
in England (2015 – 2020)

Nurses, midwives and nursing associates with an address in England joining the 
register for the first time (2018 – 2021)
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10. �Increased demand for  
social care services 

There is widespread recognition that the formal adult social 
care sector in England has faced multiple challenges over many 
years. Many organisations have consistently highlighted these 
key challenges over a long period of time. In England, social 
care services have experienced years of underfunding, despite 
continued increasing population need. The population aged over 
65 in England is projected to increase by 49% (to 14.9 million)  
by 2041 and the fastest increase will be seen in the 85 years  
and over age group.xlii

Increases in demand for social care have led to widespread  
unmet needs, with services required to deliver a high level of  
acuity and complexity of care. Social care is not free and many 
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How can the UK Government put health and care services on a 
more sustainable footing? The pressures facing the health and 
care system in England existed well before the pandemic struck. 
Annual reports of a winter crisis were commonplace and there 
continues to be an insufficient response when it comes to the 
scale and sustainability of the action that is required to address 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/ageing/articles/livinglongerhowourpopulationischangingandwhyitmatters/2018-08-13
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