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Case study 14. Increasing flexibility of rostering to reduce rota gaps in 
emergency care: Brighton and Sussex University Hospitals NHS Trust 
The Trust struggled to attract junior doctors to work in its Emergency Department (ED) and was losing all grades 

of staff due to the pressure from unsustainable rotas. This resulted in significant staffing gaps and high agency costs. The 
leadership of the ED responded by creating a new annualised rostering system, which provides safe staffing levels, meets the 
needs of individuals at different career levels and creates the flexibility to accommodate staff leave and project requirements. 
A key challenge was to find a functional, cost-effective and fit-for-purpose IT programme that would allow staff to plan their 
working time in a way that met the requirements for safe staffing cover. The clinicians in the department worked with IT 
developers at HealthRota on a system with sufficient flexibility to cope with the large variety of rosters for different career 
grades. Together, they devised a system to ensure the ED has 24/7 consultant cover and is an attractive place to work, despite 
being an extremely busy department. 

For junior doctors the system provides:

 • an annualised rota system that calculates a set number of clinical shifts that have to be worked over the year

 • a new system for training posts, comprising 66 to 75 per cent of clinical work and 25 to 33 per cent for non-clinical projects in 
education, leadership, diagnostics and a clinical specialty of personal choice.75,76   

Middle and senior grades are supported by:

 • an annualised rota, self-managed by emergency doctors within the department. Each shift is worth a set number of 
professional activities (PAs), and each member of staff is contracted to do a set number of PAs over a period of time. The 
shifts needing cover are decided according to patient need, optimising cover and making optimal use of staff clinical time, 
while also allowing individual flexibility.

Outcomes of these measures include:

 • a full rota of junior doctors and trainee doctors attracted back from abroad

 • no further need for junior doctor locums, resulting in saving of over £1 million in costs annually

 • a good work-life balance.  In an internal survey, 81 per cent reported good work-life balance; 90 per cent believed the job 
allowed them to participate in quality improvement and innovation projects they would otherwise not have time for; 100 per 
cent said they would recommend the job to others.

The Trust now has more applicants for emergency medicine than posts available, highlighting its growing reputation as a 
good place to practice as an emergency doctor.  For the August 2017 entry, there were 41 applicants for 25 posts, with a 100 
per cent fill rate. The ED succeeded in increasing medical staff numbers by 21 clinical fellows and 9 registrars - a combination 
of filling unfilled posts and creating new posts. Self-rostering became a major factor in the retention and recruitment of senior 
clinicians, as it allows senior clinicians to combine work with family commitments or portfolio careers. This is particularly 
important for women, and in the last year the Trust appointed seven new full time equivalent (FTE) female consultants.77,78
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