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The NHS stands at a pivotal moment. With more consultants than ever, significant investment in capacity &
declining NHS productivity, we have a unique opportunity to deliver better care, improve patient outcomes, and
support our clinical workforce. Yet, as we look to the future, it’s clear that the way we plan, support, and
measure consultant work must evolve to match the complexity and ambition of modern healthcare.

This paper draws on a deep-dive, large-scale analysis of consultant job plans, conducted in close collaboration
with NHS England senior managers and RLDatix. This joint work, examining thousands of consultant job
plans from over the past five years across England, was undertaken with the intention to explore and learn
about job planning and rostering as potential drivers of productivity improvement. The findings provide a robust
evidence base for NHS leaders, medical directors, and policymakers to shape the future of consultant job
planning.

The post-pandemic NHS is defined by new patient
needs, evolving workforce expectations, and
innovative models of care. These changes demand a
smarter, more agile approach to job planning, one
that goes beyond headcount and contractual
compliance, and instead focuses on aligning
consultant capacity with real-world service demand.

Why more consultant hours should
mean more and better care

But when you scratch beneath the surface, as
RLDatix has done by examining thousands of
consultant job plans from over the past five years
from across England, a more complex and urgent
reality comes into view: the nature of clinical work
and teams is changing and how we approach job
planning needs to change too.
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PLACEHOLDERS FOR
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A consultant job plan should be more than a
document, it should guide both individual and team
contributions to patient care, service transformation,
and professional development. 

In a landmark review of RLDatix’s job planning across
a 5-year period, sign-off rates for consultant job plans
ranged from just 30% to over 90%, with an average
hovering between 53% and 65%. The analysis reveals
that sign-off rates correlate strongly with Trust as
well as directorate clinical leadership but not the
trust size or number of doctors at a given Trust.  

In our experience at RLDatix, organisations where
medical leaders engage proactively with their teams,
listening, collaborating on how a service will be
delivered and explaining the value of job planning and
resolving tensions constructively, job plans are more
likely to be completed and agreed. 

Closing the productivity assurance gap

This insight demonstrates that effective triumvirate
leadership by clinicians, operations mangers & finance
teams is the key to achieving high job plan sign-off
rates and workforce assurance.

The NHS England Medical job planning improvement
guide recognises the importance of both ensuring
that job plans are signed off but also of balancing
direct clinical care (DCC) with essential supporting
activities like leadership, education, and research. By
clearly defining and regularly reviewing these
activities, trusts can ensure that patient-facing work
is protected and enhanced, while also supporting the
broader professional roles that drive innovation and
quality.

The RLDatix analysis also identified a trend that
requires further interest: a decline in Direct Clinical
Care (DCC) Programmed Activities over time,
despite the overall number of consultants increasing.
The RLDatix insight also shows increased Supporting
Professional Activity (SPA) time allocated to
Continuing Professional Development (CPD) and
leadership, with reductions in teaching and research.
This visibility into evolving Supporting Professional
Activity (SPA) time helps NHS organisations balance
professional needs with strategic goals.

Overall increase of
consultant numbers

Decline in direct clinical care
programmed activities

The RLDatix analysis identified trends
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One of the most promising
developments highlighted

in the analysis is 
the growing adoption of

team job planning. 

Modern care is delivered
by integrated clinical
teams, not isolated

professionals.

Rahul Chodhari, Medical Productivity Lead who
assisted in study development explains “The delivery
of modern healthcare is inherently team-based
rather than solely individual. The NHS England
Improvement Guide emphasises the development of
effective medical leadership and the importance of
supporting operational teams in understanding the
full scope of a consultant’s job plan-including
activities such as continuing professional
development and educational supervision. 

It further advocates for service-level workload/job
planning, in which teams collectively align capacity
with service demand, establish shared objectives,
and monitor performance collaboratively.”

From individual to inclusive team and
service-level activity planning

RLDatix’s analysis spotlights the growing adoption of
team job planning, offering NHS leaders a proven
model for fostering integrated, flexible, and
responsive clinical teams. This highlights the value of
multidisciplinary team-based approaches for modern,
integrated care. A modern job planning approach
must be inclusive, also recognising the vital roles of
SAS doctors and multidisciplinary colleagues, and
supporting flexible, portfolio careers. 

The SAS Charter similarly establish well-defined
structures to ensure that every doctor, irrespective of
their grade or working arrangement, receives
appropriate support to deliver for both patients and
the healthcare system. This aligned to a culture of
learning, continuous improvement and peer support
will ensure that clinical and operational leaders are
equipped to lead change and drive results.

Leveraging digital tools for strategic
workforce management

Digital tools such as e-job planning systems,
dashboards, and integration with e-rostering make it
easier than ever to track, benchmark, and optimise
consultant activity. The national program focus on
data transparency, digital job planning and real-time
monitoring empowers trusts to identify variation,
share best practice, and continuously improve.

Job planning solutions equip NHS organisations with
advanced tools to seamlessly align job planning with
demand and capacity modelling, rota design, and
patient-facing activity, supporting strategic workforce
management.  
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