NHS training backlog and pay disputes ignite junior doctors' nationwide strike
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Dr Jacob McSweeney, a 25-year-old doctor from Lancaster, faces unemployment despite a growing shortage of clinicians within the NHS. Having completed his initial two years of postgraduate medical training, he now finds himself without a permanent post due to a significant "bottleneck" in the NHS training pathway that affects some 20,000 young doctors across England. These doctors are caught in limbo, unable to secure speciality training places, which are essential to progress towards becoming consultants, a process that can span up to eight years. McSweeney has been resorting to irregular locum shifts to cover temporary staff shortages, but even these opportunities are scarce given the high demand among his peers for limited work. The uncertainty and inability to guarantee a stable income have caused considerable distress for him, with concerns about meeting basic commitments like rent payments. He describes the situation as “a punch to the stomach,” especially after dedicating two years of service to the NHS.
This bottleneck is a key grievance driving the British Medical Association’s (BMA) five-day nationwide strike starting from 7am on November 14, 2025. Alongside demanding fair pay, the BMA is calling attention to the failure to provide sufficient training and job opportunities for junior doctors. According to NHS data, despite a 10-year plan announced earlier in 2025 that pledged the addition of 1,000 training places by 2028, the demand far exceeds supply. This year alone, more than 30,000 applicants competed for only 10,000 available posts at the two-year training stage, including many doctors trained abroad. McSweeney and others are urging for a guarantee of jobs for UK-trained doctors who have already invested years in NHS service.
The pay dispute compounds these employment challenges. The BMA reports that doctors’ salaries have eroded drastically in real terms, with resident doctor pay down by over 20% since 2008 according to the Retail Price Index (RPI) measure of inflation. Surveys conducted by the BMA reveal stark financial hardships: nearly half of resident doctors struggle to pay rent or mortgages, and over 50% find it difficult to cover utility bills. The union is demanding a 26–29% pay rise to restore salaries to 2008 levels and better reflect the skills, training, and risks faced by medical professionals. This demand follows a contentious pay agreement last year that saw a 22% increase over several years, but which many doctors now feel falls short, particularly in light of the latest 5.4% pay offer for 2025/26.
The government and Health Minister Wes Streeting have called the strike “unreasonable and unnecessary,” highlighting that pay has improved in recent years and that the latest deal reflects a fair offer. However, the BMA maintains that the recent proposals do not adequately compensate for over a decade of pay stagnation, nor address the workforce shortages and training place bottlenecks that threaten the sustainability of the NHS.
The impact of these challenges extends beyond pay and job security; it affects the morale and future commitment of young doctors. McSweeney emphasises the emotional toll, noting the difficulty of striking for medical professionals who deeply value their vocation but feel increasingly undervalued and frustrated by systemic failings. The BMA warns that without urgent changes, the NHS workforce risk shrinking further, which could compromise patient care and the ability to meet rising health demands.
Overall, the strike is emblematic of broader systemic problems within the NHS related to workforce planning, remuneration, and investment in training pathways. While the government has signalled incremental improvements, many doctors remain unconvinced that these will be sufficient to reverse years of decline in working conditions and career prospects.
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