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More consultants opt for early retirement as dissatisfaction with NHS grows 
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The number of consultants taking voluntary early retirement in 2011 has shot up by nearly three quarters from the 2010 figure, new data from the NHS Business Services Authority’s pensions division show.

Voluntary early retirements before the age of 60 have risen by 72% in the past year, from 98 in 2010 to 169 in 2011—the first time in the five years of data available that the figure exceeded 100. Over this period the proportion of retiring consultants each year who took retirement early has almost doubled from 7.3% in 2006 to 14% in 2011.
This high rate of voluntary early retirement reflects the growing dissatisfaction among consultants with the changes under way in the NHS, says the BMA. Several factors are collectively making many consultants opt for retirement at the earliest possible opportunity, said Ian Wilson, deputy chairman of the BMA’s Central Consultants and Specialists Committee. These factors include increasingly long hours and greater intensity of work, a result in part of the drop in numbers of junior doctors available precipitated by working time restrictions; changes to NHS pensions; and reforms of the NHS.
“Anecdotally, doctors are telling us all the time that if they could retire they would retire, whereas in the past doctors tended to want to carry on for as long as they were able to,” he said. “People are feeling disempowered by NHS structures and NHS functioning, and there’s an attraction for people to retire from the rat race.”

Many consultants are frustrated at the way the health service is changing, largely as a result of ongoing and proposed reforms such as those set out in the Health and Social Care Bill, and with the level of leadership and the organisation of services, said Dr Wilson. Furthermore, the changes planned for public sector pensions—such as increased contribution rates and the end of final salary pensions—are driving consultants to take retirement now rather than stay while the government’s proposals play out, he said.
“There is absolutely no doubt that very many people are unhappy with the way things have been heading with pensions and have taken the opportunity to retire as soon as they possibly can,” said Dr Wilson. “This isn’t surprising, because the reality is that [the planned pension reforms] are as bad as we feared and in some elements possibly worse.”

The normal retirement age for members of the NHS pension scheme is 65 for doctors in the 2008 variant of the scheme, although members can choose to take voluntary early retirement from the age of 55. The government plans to reform public sector pensions so that the retirement age for NHS staff will be linked with the state pension age, currently 65 but set to rise to 68 over the next 35 years.
In the year ending March 2011, 1211 consultants received a pension award on grounds of age, ill health, redundancy, and voluntary early retirement, up 30% from 937 in 2010. More than one in 10 (14%) of those who retired in 2011 opted for voluntary early retirement.

This increase in the total number of pension awards is driven in part by a rise in the size of the consultant workforce, which has grown by 4.5% year on year over the past 10 years, and the changing age profile of consultants, the NHS Business Services Authority has said. 
The Royal College of Physicians’ most recent census of consultants showed that 24% of the current workforce will reach normal retirement age (65 years) over the next 10 years and that 23% of consultants are currently eligible for early retirement (aged 55 or over).
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