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Key points 
• The NHS is under extreme strain and debate about the future of the health system is growing 

louder. As political parties look ahead to the next general election, understanding what the 

public thinks should help inform thinking on NHS funding and reform. 

• This long read examines public perceptions and expectations of the NHS. We present findings 

from the third wave of our programme of polling research with Ipsos that tracks the public’s 

views on health and social care in the UK every 6 months. 

• Our latest survey was conducted between 24 and 30 November 2022. We surveyed 2,063 

people aged 16 and older in the UK via Ipsos’ KnowledgePanel, a random probability online 

panel. 

• We found that the public is deeply negative about the state of the NHS. Only a third (33%) 

agree that the NHS is providing a good service nationally, while nearly half (47%) disagree. 

• 63% think the general standard of care has deteriorated in the last 12 months, while just 7% 

think it has improved. Expectations for the next 12 months are similarly pessimistic: 62% think 

NHS standards will decline, while 9% expect standards to improve. 

• Across the UK, just 10% think the national government responsible for the NHS where they 

live has the right policies for the NHS. In England, only 8% think the UK government has the 

right policies for the health service – compared to 28% in Scotland and 19% in Wales who think 

their devolved governments have the right approach. 

• But the public has clear priorities for the future: addressing the pressure on or workload of NHS 

staff (40%), increasing the number of staff in the NHS (39%) and improving waiting times for 

routine services (35%) are their top priorities for the NHS. 

• Support for the founding principles of the NHS remains as strong as ever. Most people still 

believe that the principles of the NHS being free at the point of delivery (90%), providing a 

comprehensive service (89%) and being funded through taxation (84%) should continue to 

apply today. But they are less sure whether these principles will remain intact in 5 years’ time. 

• While both main parties have so far preferred to talk about reforming the health service rather 

than tax rises or spending increases, 82% of the public think the NHS needs an increase in 

funding, including 63% of Conservative voters.  
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1. Introduction 
Health services across the UK are in crisis. In 2022, 347,707 patients in England spent more than 12 

hours on trolleys in A&E waiting for hospital beds – this is more than four times as many as in the 

previous 10 years combined. 2023 is unlikely to bring much respite, between workforce shortages, 

industrial action, budget pressures and, in England, further delays to planned social care reforms. In 

the year the NHS celebrates its 75th anniversary, there is growing debate on both sides of the 

political spectrum about the future of the health service and whether fundamental reform is needed.  

But how does the public view the state of the health service? After political turmoil in Westminster, 

do people think the government has the policies to set the NHS on the right course? With the health 

service under so much strain, do people remain committed to its founding principles?  

This long read presents our analysis of findings from the third wave of our programme of public 

perceptions research with Ipsos that tracks the public’s views on health and social care in the UK 

every 6 months. Our survey was conducted via Ipsos’ UK KnowledgePanel between 24 and 30 

November 2022, with 2,063 people aged 16 and older across the UK (see box on methods). 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/statistics/statistical-work-areas/ae-waiting-times-and-activity/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/statistics/statistical-work-areas/ae-waiting-times-and-activity/
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/nhs-vacancies-survey
https://www.england.nhs.uk/briefing-industrial-action-winter-2022/
https://www.health.org.uk/news-and-comment/blogs/managing-expectations-the-nhs-s-challenging-activity-and-efficiency-targets
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9315/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/nhsbirthday/about-the-nhs-birthday/
https://news.sky.com/story/sajid-javid-ex-health-secretary-issues-warning-over-nhs-as-he-admits-odds-stacked-against-tories-at-next-election-12768611
https://www.health.org.uk/programmes/public-perceptions-of-health-and-social-care
https://www.health.org.uk/programmes/public-perceptions-of-health-and-social-care
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Methods 

We surveyed 2,063 people in November 2022 to understand their views on health and social care 

using Ipsos’ UK KnowledgePanel. The KnowledgePanel has over 29,000 panellists who are 

recruited using random probability address-based sampling, the gold standard in survey research. 

This means that every household in the UK has a known chance of being selected to join the panel. 

Invited members of the public who are digitally excluded can register to the KnowledgePanel 

either by post or by telephone, and are given a tablet, an email address and basic internet access 

allowing them to complete the online survey.  

3,580 respondents were invited to take part in the survey. The sample was reviewed on key 

demographics to ensure a balanced sample was selected. Weighting was applied to the data to 

ensure the survey results are as representative of the UK population as possible. A response rate of 

58% was achieved.  

Throughout the long read, we highlight differences between different subgroups of respondents 

where these are relevant to the question and statistically significant at the 95% confidence interval. 

We also analyse changes in results from our previous surveys, conducted in November 2021 and 

May 2022, as well as other surveys using comparable methods. Comparisons of results to surveys 

conducted before July 2021 are only indicative – these used a different geographical sample (Great 

Britain instead of the UK) and age range (18 and older instead of 16 and older), with different 

methods for surveys undertaken prior to March 2021 (telephone omnibus rather than online 

KnowledgePanel). 

Full survey results and further details about the methodology and the UK KnowledgePanel can be 

found in the downloadable slide deck. 

  

https://www.health.org.uk/publications/long-reads/public-perceptions-performance-policy-and-expectations
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/reports/public-perceptions-of-health-and-social-care-what-government-should-know
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/public-perceptions-of-health-and-social-care-november-2022


Public perceptions of the NHS: a winter of discontent 6 

2. People are deeply concerned about the state of the 
NHS  

The health service had been under severe pressures for some time in the run up to our survey – 

inundated GP practices, ambulances queuing outside A&E departments and gridlocked hospitals had 

all become familiar. Although the first strikes by nurses and paramedics had not taken place by the 

time of our survey, the unions had already voted for historic industrial action. The fieldwork was 

completed shortly before the prolonged cold snap and spike in influenza admissions in December 

2022 that further stretched NHS capacity.  

People are negative about how the health service is performing. Only a third (33%) think the NHS is 

providing a good service nationally – a notable decline from May 2022 and November 2021 (43% 

and 44%, respectively) (Figure 1). Nearly half disagree (47%), marking the first time in this series of 

polling that views are more negative than positive. 

People are less negative about the performance of their local health services, albeit only slightly. 37% 

think their local NHS is not performing well, up from 33% in May 2022, while 40% think the NHS is 

providing a good service locally – similar to May 2022 and November 2021. 

Figure 1 

 

https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/resource/access-to-gp-services
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/long-reads/why-have-ambulance-waiting-times-been-getting-worse
https://www.cqc.org.uk/publication/state-care-202122/gridlocked-care
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-63946730
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/cold-weather-alert-issued-by-ukhsa
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/national-flu-and-covid-19-surveillance-reports-2022-to-2023-season
https://public.flourish.studio/visualisation/12749028/
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The public now appears more pessimistic about what the near future holds for the health service than 

at any point since at least May 2017 (Figure 2), although comparisons with surveys before 2021 are 

only indicative. More than half (63%) think the general standard of care provided by the NHS has 

deteriorated over the past 12 months, while 27% think it has stayed about the same and only 7% 

think things have improved. People who have used the NHS in the past 12 months are more 

pessimistic than those who have not (64% versus 53%). Compared with the rest of the UK, people 

living in Wales are more likely to think standards of care have deteriorated (74%). While our 

previous survey in May 2022 found tentative signs of public expectations becoming slightly less 

negative, more people now think standards have deteriorated. 

Figure 2 

 

The public is most likely to think the pressure on or workload of NHS staff (81%), waiting times for 

routine services (78%), waiting times in A&E (75%) and the wellbeing of NHS staff (75%) have 

deteriorated in the past 12 months. Compared with May 2022, more people now think A&E waiting 

times and NHS staff wellbeing have become worse, up from 69% and 70% respectively.  

People are less likely to think the quality of NHS care has deteriorated. 42% think standards of care at 

their local hospital deteriorated over the last year, though this is higher than in May 2022 (36%) and 

November 2021 (37%). 47% think standards of care at their local GP practice have deteriorated and 

65% think access to GP services has deteriorated over the past 12 months – similar to the previous 

survey.  

https://public.flourish.studio/visualisation/12749231/
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The public is similarly pessimistic when looking ahead to the next 12 months. More than half (62%) 

think the standard of care provided by the NHS will deteriorate, while 27% expect it to remain the 

same and 9% expect it to improve (Figure 3). This is considerably more negative than in May 2022 or 

November 2021, when 39% and 43% respectively expected the general standard of care to decline. 

Again, the public appears to be more pessimistic about what the near future holds for the health 

service than at any time since May 2017 – though comparisons with surveys done before 2021 are 

only indicative. Within the UK, people in Northern Ireland and Wales are the most pessimistic: 73% 

and 71% respectively expect standards to deteriorate. Those who have used NHS services within the 

past year are also more pessimistic than those who have not used them (63% versus 52%).  

Figure 3 

 

The public expects the year ahead to bring further deterioration on all the measures in our 

expectations tracker. People are most likely to think the pressure on or workload of NHS staff (74%), 

waiting times for A&E (69%), waiting times for routine services (68%) and the wellbeing of NHS 

staff (67%) will decline over the coming 12 months. The public is least negative about the quality of 

NHS care, but just under half think standards of care in local GP practices (43%) and local hospitals 

(48%) will fall – only 8% and 6% respectively think standards will improve. 

https://public.flourish.studio/visualisation/12736262/
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3. Confidence in government policies for the NHS 
reaches a new low 

Across the UK, there is limited confidence in national governments to steer health services in the 

right direction. Only 10% agree that their national government has the right policies for the NHS and 

70% disagree. In England, only 3% of people intending to vote Labour, and 24% of people intending 

to vote Conservative, think the government has the right policies in place. 

Public confidence in the government’s approach to the health service is even lower in England than 

in the other UK nations. Just 8% of people in England agree the UK government has the right policies 

for the NHS and 73% disagree. People in Scotland (28%) and Wales (19%) have the most confidence 

in the policies of their respective governments, although a majority in both countries still disagree 

(52% and 50% respectively).  

While differences in methods mean comparisons with surveys before November 2021 are only 

indicative, public perceptions of NHS performance and government policies appear to be at the 

lowest level in nearly 20 years (Figure 1).  
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4. Support for the NHS founding principles remains 
rock solid 

The current crisis has fuelled calls for fundamental reform of the health system by some media 

commentators and politicians. Ideas floated include extending user charges (for instance, charging for 

GP appointments) or a wholesale switch to a system of social health insurance. With people so 

pessimistic about the current state of the health service, has the public’s attachment to the principles 

the institution was founded on started to falter? 

Our polling series shows that support for the founding principles of the health service remains as 

rock solid as ever (Figure 4). The public overwhelmingly believes that the three core principles of the 

NHS should continue to apply today – being free at the point of delivery (90%), providing a 

comprehensive service (89%) and being funded through taxation (84%). This is similar to previous 

surveys. While support is stronger among people intending to vote Labour than among those 

intending to vote Conservative, each of these principles commands majority support right across the 

party-political spectrum. 

Figure 4 

  

https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.p54
https://www.health.org.uk/news-and-comment/blogs/why-charging-for-health-care-isn-t-a-credible-fix-for-our-nhs-crisis
https://www.health.org.uk/news-and-comment/blogs/why-charging-for-health-care-isn-t-a-credible-fix-for-our-nhs-crisis
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2022/10/02/insurance-based-system-way-save-nhs/
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/reports/public-perceptions-of-health-and-social-care-2019
https://www.health.org.uk/publications/reports/public-perceptions-of-health-and-social-care-2019
https://public.flourish.studio/visualisation/12736479/
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Nevertheless, the pressures on services and calls for radical change may be fuelling uncertainty about 

the future. People are less sure whether there will be a health service based on these principles in 5 

years’ time. 63% think the NHS will continue to be primarily funded through taxation, 59% think it 

will still be free at the point of delivery and 55% think it will provide a comprehensive service. Those 

who work in the NHS, or have friends or family who do, are more likely to think all three of these 

principles will not apply in 5 years.  

Despite near universal support for the founding principles of the health service the public do not 

view the NHS through rose-tinted glasses. A substantial number of people think the NHS is 

inefficient. 53% think the health service often wastes money, while only 33% believe it generally 

does not and just 4% think money is almost never wasted. This appears broadly unchanged from 

2017 and 2014, although differences in the samples and methods mean results are not directly 

comparable.  

People are agnostic about whether NHS-funded treatment should be provided by NHS hospitals or 

by other types of provider. If given a choice of where to receive hospital treatment funded by the 

NHS, around half (49%) would choose an NHS service. Making up the other half, 31% would not 

have a preference, 15% would prefer a private service and 3% a non-profit service.  

However, amid concerns that people who need a routine operation may feel their only option is to 

pay for private treatment, our survey has not detected an increase in the use of private health care 

over the last year. 13% of the public say they have private health insurance or use private health care – 

unchanged from May 2022 and November 2021. Around one in five (22%) think they are likely to 

pay for private health care in the future, but this is not substantially different to May 2022 (25%) and 

November 2021 (23%). 

  

https://www.theguardian.com/news/audio/2023/feb/08/people-uk-turning-to-private-healthcare-podcast
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5. The public backs investment to improve services 
Our May 2022 survey found the public wanted to maintain the NHS and were prepared to back the 

higher taxes needed to fund it. With living standards squeezed by high inflation and shrinking real-

terms pay, has the public’s support for greater investment in the health service faded?  

In the Autumn statement, delivered shortly before our survey, the government announced extra 

spending for the NHS. If ministers hoped this would assure the public that the health service has ‘the 

funding it needs’, they didn’t succeed: 82% think the NHS needs an increase in funding. Support for 

increasing NHS funding is found across the political spectrum, including most people intending to 

vote Conservative (63%) and the overwhelming majority of Labour voters (94%). Only 15% of the 

public think the health service does not need further funding and should operate within its current 

budget, down from 22% in our last survey.  

People are divided on how the government should fund any increase in NHS spending, as with 

previous surveys, but support appears to have shifted towards increasing taxes and away from cutting 

spending on other services. While no single option for raising funding commands a majority, the 

most preferred (with 36% support) is an additional tax earmarked specifically for the NHS – similar 

to the Health and Social Care Levy introduced by chancellor Rishi Sunak in April 2022 and scrapped 

by the Sunak government in November the same year. The only other options preferred by at least 

20% of the public are increasing national insurance (25%) and increasing income tax (25%). 

Compared to May 2022, there is less support for increasing spending by cutting other services (19%) 

and increasing inheritance tax (17%) – down from 25% and 23% respectively.  

With all of the pressures on government spending, we asked the public: should taxes increase or 

other public services be cut to maintain the health service or should the NHS live within its means by 

doing less?  

53% of the public would most like to see taxes increase to maintain the current level of care and 

services provided by the health service, while 10% would prefer cuts to other services such as 

education or welfare (Figure 5). Only 6% are willing to see the current level of care and services 

reduced to avoid the need for higher taxes or cuts elsewhere.  

  

https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/publications/the-living-standards-outlook-2023/
https://www.health.org.uk/news-and-comment/news/government-must-be-honest-about-difficult-trade-offs-health-service-now-faces
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2023/01/03/rishi-sunak-news-nhs-crisis-strikes-politics-latest/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2023/01/03/rishi-sunak-news-nhs-crisis-strikes-politics-latest/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/health-and-social-care-levy/health-and-social-care-levy
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Figure 5 

 

We provided some context to this survey question, noting that many experts argue that it is 

becoming more expensive to fund the NHS because of increasing costs of treatments, an ageing 

population and several other factors. This means that even to maintain the current level of care and 

services provided for free by the NHS, spending on the NHS would have to increase. With that in 

mind, we asked which option the public would most like to see. 

  

https://public.flourish.studio/visualisation/12748824/
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6. Workforce and waiting times remain the public’s 
priorities  

The public’s top three priorities for the NHS are addressing the pressure on or workload of NHS staff 

(40%), increasing the number of staff in the NHS (39%) and improving waiting times for routine 

services such as diagnostic tests or operations (35%) (Figure 6). This is broadly in line with views in 

May 2022 and November 2021, though more people now think supporting and expanding the 

workforce should be a priority. The most notable change is the increase in people who think 

improving waiting times in A&E should be a priority (31%), a significant increase from May 2022 

(25%) and November 2021 (20%).  

Figure 6 

 

  

https://public.flourish.studio/story/1831619/
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7. Conclusion 
The public is negative about the current state of the health service. Expectations for the future are 

even worse, with a majority pessimistic about prospects for the year ahead. With just 8% of people in 

England convinced the UK government has the right approach to the NHS, our latest survey should 

ring alarm bells for the Sunak government. 

The Prime Minister has made cutting waiting lists one of his top five political priorities. A plan for 

recovering urgent and emergency care services has recently been published, with further plans for 

general practice and the NHS workforce promised in the coming months. It remains to be seen 

whether these will be enough to address short-term pressures – let alone to deliver the 

improvements that might convince people that the government has the right approach. 

With an election on the horizon, both main parties have so far preferred to talk about reforming the 

health service rather than increasing investment – suggesting the NHS needs a ‘fundamental rethink’ 

or to ‘reform or die’. But this kind of rhetoric is at odds with the views of the public. Politicians 

should not mistake the public’s appetite for improvement as enthusiasm for fundamentally changing 

the NHS model. Public support for the founding principles of the NHS remains solid across the 

political spectrum. 

Instead, our polling suggests that a policy agenda focused on tackling the underlying problems facing 

the health service – such as expanding the workforce and improving access to care – would align with 

the public’s priorities. Making this happen will require a mix of policy change and investment, and 

most people accept the need to increase taxes to invest in the NHS despite the economic turmoil of 

recent months. Tackling the public’s pessimism about the NHS by giving them reasons to hope for 

improvement will be essential for any political party serious about governing in the next parliament. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/prime-minister-outlines-his-five-key-priorities-for-2023
https://www.england.nhs.uk/publication/delivery-plan-for-recovering-urgent-and-emergency-care-services/
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• Tim Gardner (@TimGardnerTHF) is a senior policy fellow in the policy team 
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Publication details 

This long read was published on 23 February 2023 at the following address: 

www.health.org.uk/publications/long-reads/public-perceptions-of-the-nhs-a-winter-of-discontent  

The related polling report can be downloaded from:  

www.health.org.uk/publications/public-perceptions-of-health-and-social-care-november-2022  

And the supporting Ipsos data tables can be downloaded from: 

www.ipsos.com/en-uk/only-third-public-think-nhs-providing-good-service-nationally-yet-support-

founding-principles-strong  

 

https://www.health.org.uk/about-the-health-foundation/our-people/luisa-buzelli
https://twitter.com/@skeenareb
https://www.health.org.uk/about-the-health-foundation/our-people/policy-team/tim-gardner
https://twitter.com/@TimGardnerTHF
https://www.health.org.uk/about-the-health-foundation/our-people/policy-team/genevieve-cameron
http://www.health.org.uk/publications/long-reads/public-perceptions-of-the-nhs-a-winter-of-discontent
http://www.health.org.uk/publications/public-perceptions-of-health-and-social-care-november-2022
http://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/only-third-public-think-nhs-providing-good-service-nationally-yet-support-founding-principles-strong
http://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/only-third-public-think-nhs-providing-good-service-nationally-yet-support-founding-principles-strong
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