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More nurses, more hospitals and more GPs, these were the 2019 general election promises made by 

the now government. 

That the NHS is in the midst of a staffing crisis is clear. As an academic with a background in acute 

and emergency care, I've seen first-hand that not enough nurses are being trained - with 44,000

unfilled vacancies for nurses in the UK. 

A high number of nurses who are EU and non-EU nationals have already left the NHS in advance of 

Brexit. And as a recent Health Foundation report noted, the current shortfall in nurse numbers is 

being filled by clinical support staff. 

But it was my recent experiences of the NHS as an emergency patient that really brought home to me 

the knock-on effects of this staffing crisis. 
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Read more: Shortage of_nurses in UK is a.fleeting patient care and threatening lives 

Changing face of 'nursing' 

The relentless cuts to the NHS training budget have resulted in a significant and permanent shift in 

the way healthcare is now delivered. This means the traditional view of a "nurse" has had to change. 

Nursing training has evolved over the years, with much more focus upon clinical decision-making. 

The majority of the "hands on" day-to-day care of patients is now devolved to healthcare assistants. 

Indeed, research from 2018 by the union Unison found almost two-thirds of healthcare assistants are 

performing roles usually undertaken by nurses. 

The findings, based on a survey of nearly 2,000 healthcare assistants across the UK, also found that 

over half say they have not received adequate training for performing tasks such as dressing wounds 

or giving out medication. 

Nursing positions continue to go unfilled. Peter Byrne/PA Wire/PA Images 

Read more: NHS reliance on EU sta.ff_in numbers -.full scale of_Brexi.t risk revealed 

The harsh reality is that the days of wards staffed predominantly by nurses have gone. With fewer 

junior doctors in training, nurses with additional specialist training now regularly carry out roles that 

were traditionally the preserve of medicine. And with fewer nurses, nursing support roles - such as 

the nurse associate and healthcare assistant - take on tasks that were originally the domain of nurses. 

This is concerning as a University of Southampton studY. from 2016 found that for every 25 patients, 

substituting just one nurse for clinical support staff was associated with a 21% rise in the risk of 

patient harm. 

'Very basic training' 
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