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ABSTRACT

Objectives To investigate how demographic, contractual
and organisational factors are related to the retention

of hospital workers in the English NHS. The study will
specifically examine the trends in age-retention profiles.
Design A double retrospective cross-cohort study using
administrative data on senior and specialty doctors,
nurses and midwives who were included in the 2009

and 2014 payrolls of all English NHS hospital Trusts.
These individuals were tracked over time until 2019 to
examine the associations between sociodemographic
characteristics and the retention of hospital workers in
each cohort. Logistic regressions were estimated at the
individual worker level to analyse the data. Additionally, a
multilevel panel regression was performed using linked
payroll-survey data to investigate the association between
hospital organisation characteristics and the retention of
clinical staff.

Setting Secondary acute and mental healthcare NHS
hospital Trusts in England.

Participants 70 777 senior doctors (specialty and
specialist doctors and hospital consultants) aged 30-70,
and a total of 448 568 between nurses and midwives of
any grade aged 2070, employed by English NHS Trusts.
Primary outcome measures Employee retention,
measured through binary indicators for stayers and NHS
leavers, at 1-year and 5-year horizons.

Results Minority doctors had lower 1-year retention
rates in acute care than white doctors, while minority
nurses and midwives saw higher retention. Part-time roles
decreased retention for doctors but improved it for nurses.
Fixed-term contracts negatively impacted both groups’
retention. Trends diverged for nurses and doctors from
2009 to 2014—nurses’ retention declined while doctors’
5-year retention slightly rose. Engagement boosted
retention among clinical staff under 51 years of age in
acute care. For nurses over 50, addressing their feedback
was positively associated with retention.

Conclusions Demographic and contractual factors appear
to be stronger predictors of hospital staff retention than
organisational characteristics.

INTRODUCTION

The English National Health Service (NHS)
employs more than 1.3million people, and
it is the largest public sector employer in
Europe.' Against the backdrop of growing
demand for healthcare,”™ despite its sizeable
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STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS OF THIS STUDY

= Captures staff retention over both short-term and
long-term periods.

= Covers the universe of nurses, midwives and senior/
specialty doctors across all English NHS hospitals.

= Relies on administrative payroll records to measure
retention, avoiding self-reporting bias.

= Cannot ascertain causality from observational
analysis.

= Unable to track clinical staff’s career destina-
tions after leaving the NHS and does not cover the
COVID-19 period.

workforce, the English NHS has been under
pressure due to high employee turnover,
low retention and the increasing number of
vacancies.” * ® In September 2022, data from
NHS England revealed that there were over
9000 vacant medical positions in secondary
care.’

The secular changes in population demo-
graphics, such as the progressing ageing of
the English labour force, are reflected also in
the NHS workforce, with almost half of the
medical staff aged 45 and over, and 20% of
the nursing workforce aged 56 and above.”®
Thus, any effective strategy aimed at relieving
the NHS workforce pressures, for example,
through the retention of existing employees
or recruitment of new staff, must take into
account how the distribution of workers’
characteristics affects the retention of NHS
workers.’

Despite its substantial workforce, the NHS
faces numerous challenges, including high
employee turnover, low retention rates and
an increasing number of job vacancies. For
instance, in spite of significant increases
in activity pressures, the full-time equiva-
lent (FTE) number of registered nurses
and health visitors employed in the NHS in
England experienced only a modest growth
of approximately 0.5% (equivalent to 1300
FTE positions) between July 2017 and July
2018.” This highlights the ongoing workforce
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crisis and emphasises that it is also a retention crisis.

Moreover, many doctors are actively seeking alternative
employment options, exploring opportunities abroad,
taking breaks from their medical careers or even opting
for early retirement. For example, the percentage of
foundation year 2 doctors transitioning directly into
training has significantly declined from 83.1% in 2010
to only 35% in 2019."" In addition, with a considerable
portion of medical staff aged 45 and above, along with a
significant percentage of nursing personnel aged 56 and
above, it becomes crucial to comprehend how the distri-
bution of workers’ characteristics impacts their reten-
tion.'” Notably, there has been a substantial increase in
the number of doctors opting for early retirement from
the NHS, surpassing the previous count by more than
threefold over the past 13 years (2007-2021)."% A survey
conducted by the British Medical Association (BMA)
in late 2018 revealed that 60% of hospital consultants
expressed their intention to retire at or before the age
of 60."” Finally, it is important to explore the relationship
between retention and the types of contractual arrange-
ments, such as part-time versus full-time appointments
and fixed-term versus permanent appointments, because
nurses and doctors are subject to different types of work
pressures and may have different preferences for these
work attributes.

The aim of this study is threefold. In the first instance,
this research investigates the demographic, contractual
and organisational factors associated with the retention
of clinical staff in English NHS hospital Trusts, both in
acute and mental healthcare (MH), over short-term (1
year) and long-term (5 years) time horizons. By shed-
ding light on the complex relationships between these
factors and the retention of NHS clinical workers in the
pre-COVID-19 period, the study findings can inform
tailored policy solutions to boost the retention of such
NHS workers during non-pandemic times. Moreover,
the study examines trends in age-retention profiles'*
and retention rates across two cohorts of senior doctors,
nurses and midwives using longitudinal workforce data.
These findings provide new evidence on the relationship
between the retention of NHS clinical workers and the
age of existing staff, which is a key risk factor to account
for when planning for the long-term and medium-term
supply of both hospital doctors and nurses. Finally, the
study analyses the relationship between NHS clinical staff
lyear retention within the same hospital organisation
and factors such as staff engagement and job satisfaction,
split by young and mid-career versus late career workers.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study design and data sources

This study follows two cohorts of NHS clinical workers
over a b-year period, using administrative data. The NHS
Electronic Staff Records (ESRs), a monthly employee-
level payroll data collected from the English Depart-
ment of Health and Social Care, are used in the analysis.

Cohort-level data for senior doctors, that is, hospital
consultants and ‘specialty and specialist grade’ (SAS)
doctors, and nursing staff (ie, nurses and midwives) are
constructed using the longitudinal ESR from 2009 to
2019. Their retention measures are based on a snapshot
of the clinical workforce employed in the English public
healthcare sector in the financial years 2009,/2010 (2009
cohort) and 2014/2015 (2014 cohort), and their reten-
tion is measured following the clinical workers until
2019/2020 financial year.

Individual-level NHS Staff Survey (NSS) data for the
years from 2014/2015 to 2019/2020 have been matched
to ESR individual-level data using the following linkage
variables: year, NHS Trust and categories for the age
of NHS workers (21-30; 31-40; 41-50; 51-65; over 65
years). Overall, the sample covers all employment spells
that occurred during the financial years 2014/2015 and
2019/2020, before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Study participants

The analysis sample is restricted to 70777 senior doctors
between 30 and 70 years old, and 448568 nursing staff
aged between 20 and 70 years when stability at work-
place is studied; when leaving the NHS is the outcome
variable studied, the age is capped at 63, that is, before
the legal retirement age. Junior doctors are excluded
from the sample due to their statutory rotations across
hospital Trusts during their medical training. Clinical
workers covered by non-standard employment contracts
(ie, neither fixed-term nor permanent) are also excluded
from the analysis, representing 0.6% of the senior doctors’
sample and 0.3% of the nursing one.

Study outcomes and variables

To evaluate clinical workers’ retention within the NHS
hospital sector, we consider two distinct outcome variables
defined at the individual level: stability (ie, NHS stayers)
and NHS leaving indicator. These variables respectively
assess the duration of individual employment within the
same hospital organisation and the entire English NHS
sector over 1 and 5 years. In the context of this study,
stability is considered as a measure of employment conti-
nuity, taking the value of 1 if the individual employment
spell continued in the same hospital up to a given time
horizon. The NHS leaving indicator, instead, identifies
an individual employment break from the entire NHS
hospital sector, taking the value of 1 if the employment
spell ended within the specified time horizon and the
employee was not employed at any other NHS hospital
for the subsequent 6 months.

To account for the confounding factors, we include
hospital Trust indicators as control variables to control
for the specific Trust where the worker is employed. In
the model, we also control for demographic factors such
as gender (categorical, takes the value 1 if female, and
0 otherwise), age, ethnic background (white, black,
Asian, mixed, other, missing) and nationality of the clin-
ical worker (British, European, Overseas). As noted in
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the ‘Study participants’ section, the age of doctors and
nursing staff is restricted between 30 and 70, and 20 and
70, respectively. Age enters logistic regression as separate
dummy variables and, to avoid predicting the outcome
perfectly, we group the end points of the age spectrums
through binning. This means that doctors who are older
than 67 are counted as 67, and nurses aged below 25
are categorised as 24 and those above 67 as 67. Addi-
tionally, the job characteristics taken into consideration
include the type of appointment (part-time or full-time),
the type of contract (fixed-term, locum or permanent)
and the medical specialty of the worker (acute, dental,
gynaecology, imaging, oncology, pathology, primary care,
psychiatry, surgery, other). Type and length of appoint-
ment are based on the mode of the value in workers’
employment spells.

In a secondary analysis, organisational attributes
measured from the NSS are incorporated into the model
to take into account perceived work-environment for
employees below and above the age of 50. These factors
are the overall staff engagement, the share of staff satisfied
or very satisfied with the recognition of their work, the
shares of staff agreed or strongly agreed to have adequate
materials, supplies, equipment and staff to do their job,
to have effective communication between senior manage-
ment and staff, that senior managers try to involve staff
in important decisions and that senior managers act on
staff feedback.

Data analysis

To assess the impact of demographic and job charac-
teristics on retention outcomes, logistic regressions
are conducted using the logit command in Stata V.17
(StataCorp LLC) separately for each combination of
cohort, staff group and care setting. Specifically, the study
examines the 2009 and 2014 cohorts, as well as different
staff groups (nurses and doctors) and care settings (acute
care and MH). This approach allows for the estimation
of associations between these variables and retention
outcomes at each time horizon. The resulting predicted
retention probabilities are plotted against the age of
clinical workers to understand how retention behaviour
changes by age in each cohort and over time.

Missing data for individual characteristics were grouped
into residual categories of the control variables during the
analysis. Categorical variables are presented as frequen-
cies in the summary statistics tables. Continuous variables
are presented as means with SD. Standard t-statistic tests
are used for inference on the statistical significance of the
logit model estimates. Statistical significance is defined as
a p value <0.01, unless otherwise specified.

To formally test for statistically significant changes
in the coefficients of interest (ie, changes in workforce
retention, age profile and in the associations with other
demographic factors) across the 2009 and 2014 cohorts,
additional logistic regressions are estimated. These model
specifications have all the covariates interacted with a
2014 dummy variable and, also in this case, are estimated

separately by staff group (nursing staff; senior doctors)
and type of hospital Trust organisation (acute care, MH).
Finally, the associations of NHS workers’ retention with
organisational factors at the Trust level by workers’ age
are obtained by estimating additional multilevel logistic
regressions by occupational group and NHS Trust type
(acute, MH). The logistic regressions use the same set
of variables and hospital Trust indicators as the baseline
cohort-level models. However, in addition to these vari-
ables, the regressions also incorporate organisational
factors as of measured from the NSS survey, which are
interacted with age category indicators of the workers.
The outcome variable used in these regressions is the
binary indicator representing whether a worker remains
employed at the same NHS Trust at a I-year horizon.

Patient and public involvement

Patients and/or the public were not involved in the
design, or conduct, or reporting or dissemination plans
of this research.

RESULTS

Online supplemental table 1 presents the summary statis-
tics of the demographic and job characteristics of the
2009 and 2014 cohorts of senior doctors and nursing
staff working in acute and MH Trusts. Staff composi-
tion in terms of demographics and job traits remained
roughly the same across cohorts within the same staff
group and healthcare setting. Within the NHS hospital
sector, nursing emerges as a predominantly female occu-
pation, with as many as 9 out of 10 nursing staff in acute
care being female. However, when considering senior
doctors, female staff constitute approximately 40% of the
total. This stark contrast highlights the gender disparities
within these healthcare proi’"<3ssi0ns.15_17

Most of the clinical workforce is British, with a white
ethnic background. Asian employees account for almost
20% of the senior medical staff. A lower share (10%)
is associated with the nursing workforce. The share of
doctors and nurses from Overseas is higher than that from
European countries. A considerable number of senior
doctors in acute care hospitals held a part-time appoint-
ment (23%), which is even higher in MH organisations
(32%). The opposite holds for nurses, with 38%—-41%
of the acute care staff and 27%-29% of the MH staff
holding a part-time post across our two cohorts of study.
Generally, around 9% and 3% of the medical workforce
is under a fixed-term and a locum contract, respectively.
Instead, the percentage of nursing with a fixed-term post
stood at 2%. Finally, no nurse holds a locum contract, a
type of employment relationship exclusively aimed at the
medical personnel.

Figure 1 presents the distributions of retention rates for
2009 and 2014 cohorts for senior doctors (panel A) and
nursing staff (panel b) in acute and MH care Trusts. For
both clinical staff groups, stability decreased with longer
employment, with only around 50% of staff continuing
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Figure 1 Distribution of retention among senior doctors and

nursing staff in 2009 and 2014 cohorts. NHS, National Health
Service.

their work in the same Trust after 5 years in 2009. The
declining trend in retention rates was especially prom-
inent among nursing staff. Notably, in MH Trusts, only
42% of nurses from the 2014 cohort remained with the
same organisation for 5 years, compared with 54% in
the 2009 cohort as illustrated in the bottom figure of
figure 1B.

Association of demographic and contractual factors with
senior doctors’ retention outcomes

Online supplemental table 2 presents the association of
demographic and job characteristics with the stability
measures at 1 and 5 years, and their change over time,
for the two cohorts of senior doctors working in acute
and MH Trusts, respectively. The table reports the esti-
mated logit ORs together with their associated p values
in parentheses.

Senior doctors from ethnic minority backgrounds
working in acute care Trusts were less likely to stay in the
same Trust compared with white senior doctors, partic-
ularly in the 2009 cohort for the first year of employ-
ment. For instance, black senior doctors from the 2009
cohort recorded a 32.8% lower probability of remaining
employed for a year in the same hospital organisation
than white senior doctors. This difference is statistically
significant at the 1% level. The OR associated with Asian
doctors in the fully interacted model reported in column
5 of online supplemental table 2 shows that 1year reten-
tion within the same hospital improved by 21.2% between
2009 and 2014, compared with the 2009-2014 change
recorded by white senior doctors. We do not find a strong
association between ethnicity and retention of senior
doctors in MH hospitals in either cohort. Senior doctors
from Europe or Overseas working in acute care were less
likely to be retained within the same Trust both in the
2009 and 2014 cohorts.

Senior doctors on part-time contracts had lower odds of
staying in the same Trust for at least 5 years, both in the
acute and MH sector. Fixed-term contracts were linked
to lower stability at all employment lengths for senior
doctors, but the odds of working in the same acute care
hospital for at least 5 years increased by 38% for doctors
under fixed-term contracts from 2009 to 2014. The same
trend applied to doctors on locum contracts in an acute
care Trust.

Imaging and surgery senior doctors had higher odds
of staying for b years compared with the reference cate-
gory of medicine, while general acute, primary care and
psychiatry doctors were less likely to be retained. Stability
patterns in most specialties remained consistent between
the 2009 and 2014 cohorts, except for pathology, which
had lower retention odds in the 2014 cohort.

Online supplemental table 3 presents the senior
doctors’ ORs for leaving the NHS at different time
periods. Asian senior doctors in both healthcare settings
were less likely to leave the NHS at a 5-year horizon.
Compared with British senior doctors, all other nation-
alities were more likely to leave the NHS at any length of
employment, but the odds of leaving the NHS following
5-year employment were 17% lower in the 2014 cohort
compared with the 2009 cohort in acute care hospitals. A
similar pattern was observed for the 2009 cohort working
in MH Trusts for doctors from Overseas, but there was no
significant association between leaving the NHS after 5
years and the European indicator.

Age-retention profiles of senior doctors

The top panels of figure 2 depict the age-stability profile
of senior doctors from the 2009 and 2014 cohorts in both
acute care and MH Trusts. The profiles show an inverted
U-shape, with higher stability at 1 year compared with
5 years, which is more pronounced across cohorts and
hospital types. In acute care hospitals, there was a slight
change in the age-stability profile between the 2009 and
2014 cohorts. Older age groups had a higher probability

4

Moscelli G, et al. BMJ Open 2024;14:€078072. doi:10.1136/bmjopen-2023-078072


https://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2023-078072
https://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2023-078072
https://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2023-078072

@

Open access

>

Stability

Acute Trusts Mental Health Trusts

0.00 020 0.40 060 080 1.00
L L . ! L

0.00 0.20 0.40 0.60 0.80 1.00
L L L L L !
St

Probability of remaining in the same Trust
Probability of remaining in the same Trust

I F S
Age Age

B Leaving the NHS

Acute Trusts Mental Health Trusts

0.80
L
0.80
L

0.60
L
0.60
L

0.20
L
0.20
L

Probability of leaving the NHS
0.40

Probability of leaving the NHS
0.40

0
Z¢

0.00

&t
k2

T T T T T T
S S Y ® S S
Age Age

Within 12 Months - 2009 Within 60 Months - 2009
== = mmmm o \Vithin 12 Months - 2014 == == = = Vjthin 60 Months - 2014

Figure 2 Age-retention profile of senior doctors, 2009 and
2014 cohorts. NHS, National Health Service

of remaining in the same hospital in the 2014 cohort
compared with the 2009 cohort. A similar pattern was
observed for doctors in MH Trusts, butin the 2014 cohort,
the probability of staying in the same Trust during prime
age (35-50) was lower compared with the 2009 cohort.
In MH Trusts, the highest predicted stability for senior
doctors at 5 years was around 80% at age 45 in the 2009
cohort, while in the 2014 cohort, it was just above 70% for
doctors close to 50 years old.’®

The bottom panels of figure 2 depict the NHS leavers’
age profile. The latter was flatter in the first year of
employment, particularly in acute care settings. For
senior doctors in MH Trusts, the probability of leaving the
NHS was slightly higher among younger senior doctors
in the 2014 cohort; the leaving probability declined until
early retirement age and increased rapidly beyond early
retirement age, with a slightly lower leaving probability at
5 years horizon for senior doctors aged 50 and above in
the 2014 cohort.

Association of demographic and contractual factors with
nursing staff’s retention outcomes
The ORs for the stability of nurses and midwives in acute
and MH Trusts are shown in online supplemental table
4, along with the ORs for the difference in demographic
and job traits of the 2009 and 2014 cohorts.

Being female was positively associated with remaining
in the same Trust, with odds for stayers slightly higher
the longer the employment durations. Among the 2014

cohort, a female nurse working in acute Trust for at least
5 years was 1.28 times more likely to stay in her organ-
isation compared with male nurses, but the same ratio
dropped to 1.07 for MH nurses. In MH Trusts, the odds
of female nurses and midwives staying in the same organ-
isation showed significant decline in 2014 compared with
the 2009 cohort, both at l-year and 5-year horizons (last
two columns of online supplemental table 4).

Asian nurses had a higher likelihood of retention in
their Trust for all durations compared with white nursing
staff in acute care Trusts. For an Asian nurse from the
2009 cohort, the likelihood of remaining employed in
the same hospital organisation over a 5-year horizon
was almost 75% higher than that associated with a white
nurse. However, in the 2014 cohort, black nurses were
less likely to remain in the same Trust for all durations. A
similar pattern was held for MH nurses in the 2014 cohort.
Coming from Overseas was associated with higher odds
for the stability of nursing staff in both cohorts in acute
care Trusts, but the same evidence was not found for MH
Trusts, where the odds of nursing stability were about 1.3
times higher in the 2014 cohort than in the 2009.**'

Part-time work was found to be positively associated with
the stability of nurses for all time periods in both health-
care settings, while working on a fixed-term contract
decreased the odds of remaining in the same Trust for
longer periods.

Compared with general medicine nursing, the odds of
remaining in the same hospital were significantly higher
for nurses whose primary area was obstetrics and surgery,
particularly in the 2014 cohort. On the other hand, nurses
in general acute, primary care and psychiatry were less
likely to stay in the same Trust for longer periods. There
was a sharp decline in the odds of stability for nurses
working in primary care by 50% between the 2009 and
2014 cohorts.

Online supplemental table 5 presents the ORs from
the logistic regressions for the probability of leaving the
NHS for the 2009 and 2014 cohorts of nursing staff, in
acute and MH Trusts. Most of the predictors for leaving
the NHS are consistent with the stayers’ probability. In
contrast to stability, coming from abroad increased the
probability of leaving the NHS in both cohorts, and this
was more pronounced for Overseas nursing staff working
in MH hospitals.

Age-retention profiles of nurses and midwives

Nursing staff exhibited lower employment stability at
5 years compared with 1 year, and an inverted U-shape
pattern was observed for stability at 5 years in both
acute care and MH care Trusts for nurses and midwives
(figure 3, top panels). The predicted probability of staying
in the same Trust increased with age, reached the top just
before retirement age, and decreased sharply afterwards.
Both at 1 and b5 years, the probability of nursing staff’s
stability was higher in the 2009 cohort than in the 2014
cohort. Despite the gap between the predicted retention
between the 2009 and 2014 cohorts in terms of stability,
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Figure 3 Age-retention profile of nurses and midwives, 2009
and 2014 cohorts. NHS, National Health Service

predictions were similar for nursing staff approaching
retirement age at b-year stability.

Unlike the age-stability profile of nurses, their NHS
leaving behaviour did not change much across cohorts.
As shown in the bottom panels of figure 3, the predicted
probability of leaving the NHS was slightly higher in 2014
than in 2009 for younger nurses, while the predicted
probability was lower for nursing staff approaching retire-
ment age. As shown on the bottom-right panel for MH
Trusts, the predicted probability of leaving the NHS
was lower among nurses below the age of 30 in 2014
compared with the same group in 2009. In both cohorts
and types of hospitals, the probability of a permanent exit
from employment in the NHS at a 1-year (5year) horizon
reached a minimum at about 53 years (50 years) and then
it steeply increased.

Organisational factors affecting the retention of nurses and
doctors

The age-retention profiles in figures 2 and 3 show that
the retention of NHS hospitals’ senior doctors and nurses
declined after age 50, both in terms of lower stability
within hospitals and higher NHS leaving rates. It is
important to understand whether the fall in retention of
older age workers is associated with organisational factors
that are under the control of NHS hospital managers
and policymakers. To investigate this question, online
supplemental table 6 reports the ORs from complemen-
tary multilevel logistic regressions by occupational group

and NHS Trust type (acute, MH), which used some of
the organisational factors measured by the annual NSS
data. The results show that a higher engagement score
was the main positive factor associated with the reten-
tion of nurses and midwives aged below 51 years in both
acute and MH hospitals; engagement was also positively
associated with the retention of senior and SAS hospital
consultants below 51 years in acute care. Having Trust
line managers acting on staff feedback was the only other
organisational feature which presented a meaningful and
statistically significant positive association with retention
at l-year horizon for nurses and midwives above the age
of 51 in acute care hospitals. All other ORs were not statis-
tically significant, except for a significant negative associ-
ation between retention and understaffing in MH Trusts
for doctors younger than 51 years.

DISCUSSION

This paper investigates the retention of clinical staff
working in English NHS hospital Trusts at 1 and 5 years
of employment, within the same organisation and within
the NHS. Using the administrative payroll data from the
Department of Health and Social Care, the empirical
analysis is based on two cohorts of senior doctors, specialty
and associate specialist doctors, nurses and midwives
who were employed in 2009/2010 and 2014/2015 and
have been followed until March 2020. This study makes
several significant contributions to the existing literature
addressing the urgent issue of workforce retention and
its impact on the NHS. The NHS faces great challenges
in retaining valuable staff amidst high turnover, ageing
demographics and growing care demands. With doctor
trainee retention rates plummeting over the past decade
and over half of consultants anticipating early retirement,
this analysis sounds the alarm on unsustainable work-
force dynamics that may jeopardise NHS future func-
tioning.” '"#*

The study’s results reveal heterogeneous drivers of
retention between occupations and care settings. Ethnic
minority status showed little association with senior doctor
turnover, except among Asian physicians. However, black
nurses in acute care faced consistently higher odds of
leaving their Trusts over time compared with white peers.
This disparity persisted for longer-tenured black nursing
staff. In MH, the impacts of workers’ ethnicity were less
consistent. These findings underscore the importance of
disaggregating retention challenges and solutions both
by occupation and specialisation rather than taking a
one-size-fits-all approach. Staff retention depends also on
their origin and staff group. British senior doctors have
higher retention rates, while Overseas nurses are more
likely to remain in the same Trust. This could relate to
visa regulations that make it difficult for Overseas staff to
change jobs.”

We found that a part-time appointment is positively
associated with nurse retention, likely by providing flex-
ibility, especially for those with care duties. Instead, a
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part-time appointment is negatively associated with reten-
tion of doctors, who may consider such appointment type
as precarious and not fulfilling. Retention is lowest for
younger and older staff, who are more mobile. Younger
staff have lower opportunity costs to change jobs. Older
staff retention is linked to retirement, as those who were
51+ have the highest rates of leaving the NHS. As doctors
approached retirement age, the probability of staying
in the same Trust decreased significantly.'® ' Senior
doctor retention was stable between 2009 and 2014, while
nurse retention deteriorated across most ages. Positive
associations with retention at 1 year are found only for
two hospital organisational factors: the engagement of
nurses/midwives/SAS doctors under 51; and the satis-
faction with line managers acting on feedback and late
career nurses (over 51).

Limited evidence shows that other organisational
factors like communication or recognition improve reten-
tion. These findings align with previous research'’ * that
use similar methods and data. This study sheds light on
the changing demographics of the workforce, particu-
larly the ageing population, and how it manifests within
the NHS. With a considerable portion of medical staff
aged 45 and above, along with a significant percentage of
nursing personnel aged 56 and above, it becomes crucial
to comprehend how the distribution of workers' charac-
teristics impacts their retention.'”” ® The poor retention
observed reinforces calls for healthcare organisations to
develop more effective reward systems aimed at increasing
staff retention, as argued in earlier work."”*® Despite signif-
icant increases in activity pressures, the FTE number of
registered nurses and health visitors employed in the NHS
in England experienced only a modest growth of approx-
imately 0.5% (equivalent to 1300 FTE positions) between
July 2017 and July 2018.° This highlights the ongoing work-
force crisis and emphasises that it is also a retention crisis."

In conclusion, this study meaningfully contributes to
research on NHS workforce retention. It tackles pressing
retention challenges, including high turnover, demo-
graphic shifts and evolving work contracts. The results
highlight the need for strategies, incentives and policies
to improve retention rates and ensure the NHS’s future
sustainability. This study also highlights that proximity to
the early retirement and state pension ages, as well as the
flexibility of appointment and contract duration, are the
primary predictors of retention among NHS clinical profes-
sionals. The findings shed light on the individual drivers
of retention, encompassing both stability within the NHS
and the decision to quit the NHS hospital sector. Further-
more, the study reveals the changes in retention patterns
over time, providing valuable insights for identifying and
addressing future retention challenges within the NHS.

Strengths and limitations

The study boasts several strengths. It uses comprehensive
and high-quality administrative and survey data encom-
passing the entire population of nursing and medical
staff employed by NHS hospital Trusts. By examining

retention outcomes at both the organisational level
(stability indicator) and the system-wide level (NHS attri-
tion indicator), the study offers a comprehensive under-
standing of retention dynamics. Additionally, the analysis
encompasses both acute and MH hospitals, providing
insights beyond studies that solely focus on system-wide
exit indicators applied to acute care settings. The retro-
spective cohort-level analysis allows for tracking the same
workers over an extended period, enhancing the study’s
longitudinal perspective.

However, it is important to acknowledge the study’s
limitations. Due to its observational nature, causal inter-
pretations cannot be attributed to the findings. Future
research should delve into investigating the factors and
mechanisms that potentially exert a causal impact on
the retention of NHS hospital nurses and doctors. The
data only extend until 2019/2020 and does not capture
major recent events likely to impact NHS staff reten-
tion. For instance, Brexit has reduced staff recruitment
from the EU; the COVID-19 epidemic has increased staff
workload, burnout and safety risks; and recent indus-
trial actions underscore NHS staff discontent with pay
and working conditions. These unmeasured factors may
worsen retention beyond what is reflected in the pre-2020
data. In addition, some relevant organisational character-
istics like Care Quality Commission (CQC) ratings, trust
size and local housing costs were unavailable but could
also influence retention. Finally, while extensive indi-
vidual and hospital-level variables were included, residual
confounding is still possible.

Overall, this study contributes to the existing literature
by providing valuable insights into the predictors of reten-
tion among NHS clinical professionals. The findings,
coupled with the study’s strengths and limitations, offer
a foundation for future research and the development
of strategies to improve retention within the NHS, which
might be adopted to develop and deliver the proposal
expressed in the NHS Long Term Workforce Plan.?’

Twitter Giuseppe Moscelli @JoeMoscelli

Acknowledgements We thank the Department of Health and Social Care and NHS
England, respectively, for the access to NHS Electronic Staff Record (ESR) and NHS
Staff Survey (NSS) data at individual worker level.

Contributors GM, the lead investigator, author and guarantor of the study, has
designed the empirical analysis, advised on data creation and management

and contributed to writing the article. CN, senior researcher and coauthor, has
contributed by literature search and writing the article. MS, research fellow and
coauthor, has contributed to the data creation and management, the empirical
analysis and to writing the article. MM, lecturer and coauthor, has contributed to the
data creation and management, the empirical analyses and to writing the article.

Funding The authors acknowledge financial support for this research by The
Health Foundation under the 'Efficiency Research Programme — Round 3' grant
scheme (Award ID: 1327076; PI: Giuseppe Moscelli, ‘Retention of the clinical and
ambulance workforce in English NHS hospitals’).

Disclaimer The findings and opinions expressed in this study do not represent any
views from The Health Foundation. The funder of this study has not had any role

in the study design; collection, analysis and interpretation of data; writing of the
report; the decision to submit the article for publication. The researchers have acted
independently from the funder, and all authors had full access to all of the data in
the study and can take responsibility for the integrity of the data and the accuracy
of the data analysis.

Moscelli G, et al. BMJ Open 2024;14:¢078072. doi:10.1136/bmjopen-2023-078072


https://twitter.com/JoeMoscelli

Competing interests None declared.

Patient and public involvement Patients and/or the public were not involved in
the design, or conduct, or reporting or dissemination plans of this research.

Patient consent for publication Not applicable.

Ethics approval Ethical approval for this project has been obtained by the NHS
City and East REC Health Research Authority (IRAS project ID 271302).

Provenance and peer review Not commissioned; externally peer reviewed.

Data availability statement Data may be obtained from a third party and are not
publicly available.

Supplemental material This content has been supplied by the author(s). It has
not been vetted by BMJ Publishing Group Limited (BMJ) and may not have been
peer-reviewed. Any opinions or recommendations discussed are solely those

of the author(s) and are not endorsed by BMJ. BMJ disclaims all liability and
responsibility arising from any reliance placed on the content. Where the content
includes any translated material, BMJ does not warrant the accuracy and reliability
of the translations (including but not limited to local regulations, clinical guidelines,
terminology, drug names and drug dosages), and is not responsible for any error
and/or omissions arising from translation and adaptation or otherwise.

Open access This is an open access article distributed in accordance with the
Creative Commons Attribution Non Commercial (CC BY-NC 4.0) license, which
permits others to distribute, remix, adapt, build upon this work non-commercially,
and license their derivative works on different terms, provided the original work is
properly cited, appropriate credit is given, any changes made indicated, and the use
is non-commercial. See: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/.

ORCID iDs
Giuseppe Moscelli http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0675-1564
Catia Nicodemo http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5490-9576

REFERENCES

1 NHS England. NHS long-term plan. 2019.

2 Rachet-dacquet L, Rocks S, Charlesworth A. Long-term projections
of health care funding, bed capacity and workforce needs in
England. Health Policy 2023;132:104815.

3 Buchan J, Gershlick B, Charlesworth A, et al. A critical moment: NHS
staffing trends, retention and attrition. London: Health Foundation,
2019.

4 NHS Digital. NHS vacancy statistics England April 2015-September
2022: experimental Statistics. 2022.

5 Buchan J, Charlesworth A, Gershlick B, et al. Rising pressure: the
NHS workforce challenge. Health Foundation, 2017.

6 Buchan J, Gershlick B, Charlesworth A, et al. Falling short: the NHS
workforce challenge. Health Foundation, 2019.

7 British Medical Association. Supporting an ageing medical workforce.
2019.

8 Royal College of Nursing. The NMC register: 1 April 2022-31 March
2023. 2023.

9 Anderson M, O’Neill C, Macleod Clark J, et al. Securing a sustainable
and fit-for-purpose UK health and care workforce. The Lancet
2021;397:1992-2011.

10 Kelly E, Stoye G, Warner M. Factors associated with staff retention in
the NHS acute sector. Institute for Fiscal Studies, 2022.

11 Lok P. Planning has to adjust to doctors taking a break after
foundation years, says review. BMJ 2022;376:0396.

12 Moberly T. Doctors’ early retirement has trebled since 2008. BMJ
2021;373:n1594.

13 British Medical Association. Consultants pension survey 2019. 2019.
Available: https://web.archive.org/web/20190305072744/www.bma.
org.uk/collective-voice/committees/consultants-committee/priorities/
consultants-pension-survey

14 Murphy KM, Welch F. Empirical age-earnings profiles. Journal of
Labor Economics 1990;8:202-29.

15 Appleby J. Gender pay gap in England’s NHS: little progress since
last year. BMJ 2019;365:12089.

16 Woodhams C, Williams M, Dacre J, et al. Retrospective observational
study of ethnicity-gender pay gaps among hospital and community
health service doctors in England. BMJ Open 2021;11:e051043.

17 Critchley J, Schwarz M, Baruah R. The female medical workforce.
Anaesthesia 2021;76 Suppl 4:14-23.

18 Kelly E, Stoye G, Warner M. Patterns of less-than-full-time working
by NHS consultants. The Institute for Fiscal Studies, 2023.

19 Magennis P, Begley A, Dhariwal DK, et al. Oral and Maxillofacial
surgery (OMFS) consultant workforce in the UK: reducing consultant
numbers resulting from recruitment issues, pension pressures,
changing job-plans, and demographics when combined with the
COVID backlog in elective surgery, requires urgent action. Br J Oral
Maxillofac Surg 2022;60:14-9.

20 Woolf K, Papineni P, Lagrata S, et al. Retention of ethnic minority
staff is critical to resolving the NHS workforce crisis. BMJ
2023;380:p541.

21 Gillin N, Smith D. Overseas recruitment activities of NHS trusts
2015-2018: findings from FOI requests to 19 acute NHS trusts in
England. Nurs Inq 2020;27:e12320.

22 Marufu TC, Collins A, Vargas L, et al. Factors influencing retention
among hospital nurses: systematic review. Br J Nurs 2021;30:302-8.

23 Nursing Times. Overseas nurses ‘trapped’ in UK contracts with
exorbitant exit fees. 2022.

24 Moscelli G, Sayli M, Mello M. Staff engagement, coworkers'
complementarity and employee retention: evidence from English
NHS hospitals. SSRN Journal 2022.

25 Telling WA. Age profile of NHS workers in occupational physician
clinics. Occup Med (Chic Ill) 2021;71:147-53.

26 Palmer W, Rolewicz L. Placed at a premium? The use of recruitment
and retention pay supplements to address staffing shortfalls, in
Nuffield trust report; 2022.

27 NHS. NHS long term workforce plan. 2023.

Moscelli G, et al. BMJ Open 2024;14:€078072. doi:10.1136/bmjopen-2023-078072


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0675-1564
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5490-9576
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.healthpol.2023.104815
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(21)00231-2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmj.o396
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmj.n1594
https://web.archive.org/web/20190305072744/www.bma.org.uk/collective-voice/committees/consultants-committee/priorities/consultants-pension-survey
https://web.archive.org/web/20190305072744/www.bma.org.uk/collective-voice/committees/consultants-committee/priorities/consultants-pension-survey
https://web.archive.org/web/20190305072744/www.bma.org.uk/collective-voice/committees/consultants-committee/priorities/consultants-pension-survey
http://dx.doi.org/10.1086/298220
http://dx.doi.org/10.1086/298220
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmj.l2089
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2021-051043
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/anae.15359
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bjoms.2021.10.011
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bjoms.2021.10.011
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmj.p541
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/nin.12320
http://dx.doi.org/10.12968/bjon.2021.30.5.302
http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4247492
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/occmed/kqab045

	Trends and determinants of clinical staff retention in the English NHS: a double retrospective cohort study
	Abstract
	Introduction﻿﻿
	Materials and methods
	Study design and data sources
	Study participants
	Study outcomes and variables
	Data analysis
	Patient and public involvement

	Results
	Association of demographic and contractual factors with senior doctors’ retention outcomes
	Age-retention profiles of senior doctors
	Association of demographic and contractual factors with nursing staff’s retention outcomes
	Age-retention profiles of nurses and midwives
	Organisational factors affecting the retention of nurses and doctors

	Discussion
	Strengths and limitations

	References


