
 

HDRM COVID Interviews with NCHDs in Ireland 

In June-July 2020, HDRM conducted interviews with non-consultant hospital doctors (NCHDs) to explore their experiences of 

working in Irish hospitals during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic (March-May 2020). COVID-19 prompted the rapid 

restructuring of hospital services and healthcare workforces across the world as health systems adapted to meet the urgent 

care needs of COVID-19 patients while protecting patients and staff from infection. This research brief describes how this 

restructuring impacted the working conditions of the 30 NCHDs interviewed. 

 

COVID-19 highlighted the importance of staffing for NCHDs experience of work 

In response to COVID-19, hospital services in Ireland were 

significantly restructured: out-patient clinics were closed, COVID 

and non-COVID care pathways rapidly established, and the medical 

workforce reconfigured and redeployed. This brought significant 

transformations to the work environments of hospital doctors. Our 

findings show how this restructuring actually enhanced the work environments of the NCHDs interviewed, primarily through 

perceived increases in medical staffing. Demonstrating the significant effect of staffing levels on NCHDs’ work experience, 

interviewees described how increased medical staffing had positive implications for a range of interrelated working 

conditions, namely: 

• increased capacity to take sick leave due to additional cover, 

• enhanced workplace relationships and morale due to decreased workloads, 

• improved access to clinical support and decision-making as there were more senior doctors on the floor. 

 
The figure below illustrates how increased staffing improved NCHD experiences of these key working conditions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STAFFING MATTERS: Adequate medical staffing: 1) improves the working conditions of hospital doctors in the Irish health 

system and; 2) addresses important quality of work factors which drive medical workforce attrition.  
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…we got this glorious glimpse of what life could be 

like in work…. we actually felt like for once we had 

the number of staff we needed to do the job…(P48). 
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It's actually really nice to be 
adequately staffed. There was 

sick cover and cover if you 
couldn't do your call. You were 

encouraged not to come in if you 
were unwell…. before that if you 

were sick…you were leaving 
people really stuck…. But it 

wasn't like that during COVID…. 
we had eight reserves for the day 
job…. we never have reserves…. 

that was to facilitate…being able 
to be unwell… (P24). 

…morale was really good. 

Everything was well staffed. There 

was a pretty good…collective effort 

among everyone…. People were 

relaxed…weren't overworked. And 

that was good for kind of 

interdisciplinary relationships in the 

hospital, which was…refreshing 

(P47). 

…if the Regs [Registrars] 

are busy, you need 

somebody more senior to 

talk to…. having the extra 

seniority around is 

brilliant.… it did make 

things a bit more 

streamlined…we could get 

people in and out nice and 

quickly (P25). 



 

However, while interviewees felt better staffed during the initial months 

of COVID-19, they also noted that towards the end of wave one (i.e. end 

of May/June 2020) working conditions and staffing levels began to ‘slip 

back’ to pre-COVID levels. Interviewees warned how a return to 

‘normality’ (i.e. understaffing) could undo the positive conditions 

experienced during the first wave of COVID-19, at a time when service 

demands, and work strain, are increasing. 

 

 
Key Messages 

 

• The perspectives of frontline staff must be heard if health systems are to understand how COVID-19 played out on 
the hospital floor. It is important to ascertain what lessons can be gleaned from the pandemic and what additional 
supports are required for the workforce. 
 

• The restructuring of hospital services and reconfiguration of medical workforces in response to the initial threat of 
COVID-19 provided NCHDs interviewed with a brief ‘glimpse’ of what they perceived as sufficiently staffed working 
environments. 

 

• For NCHDs, better staffing levels can improve doctors’ quality of working life e.g. sick leave, cover, workloads, 
relationships, morale, support, and decision-making efficiency. 

 

• Staffing represents a key work resource as it powerfully shapes the impact of work demands on doctors’ working 
lives and well-being thereby representing a key policy lever for addressing the strained working conditions in the 
Irish health system. 
 

• Identifying relevant and practical workplace supports is essential to enable hospital doctors and healthcare workers 
to shoulder the weight of extended COVID-19 care demands alongside the burden of delayed care.  
 

• Future workforce planning and health system resilience will require staffing mechanisms which monitor and 
respond to surges which compromise the safety of patients and staff. 
 

 

About HDRM 

HDRM is a research project led by Dr Niamh Humphries. It is funded by the Health Research Board (HRB) (2018-2021) and 

based in RCPI. Using qualitative and quantitative research methods, the project seeks to generate information to inform 

policy and improve doctor retention in the Irish health system. Further information can be found here: 

https://www.rcpi.ie/hdrm/  

 

 

 

 

 

…the way it was staffed during COVID is the 

way it should be staffed in real life (P10). 

…no matter how hard you work, no 
matter how quickly…how 

efficiently…it's just not really possible to 
deliver the same level of care with less 

than half the number of staff (P48). 
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