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Abstract
The UK healthcare workforce is in crisis with declining real wages and deteriorating working conditions. In 2023/24, various professional groups, including nurses, doctors, and radiographers, have engaged in strikes and protests. While media attention often centres on pay issues, underlying concerns about working conditions significantly impact staff wellbeing resulting in the sector’s recruitment and retention difficulties. Drawing on the sociology of turning points, we explore in-depth the turning points which ‘trigger’ healthcare professionals working in this context to prioritise their wellbeing to identify HRM best practices in this key sector. We ask four inter-related research questions: 1) What are the career turning points of individuals working under conditions of high job demands? 2) To what extent are these career turning points positive or negative, and why? 3) To what extent are these career turning points internal or external in origin? And 4) To what extent do these career turning points occur randomly among healthcare professionals? Building on Job Demands-Resources theory, we study 26 hospital healthcare professionals who regularly face long hours, time pressure, physicality, and emotional burden on the job. We focus on those who have experienced ‘a turning point’ in their careers to identify the antecedents of the change. At an early stage of analysis, we begin to contribute to theory with the identification of four themes around high uncertain demands, lack of support, lack of progression and growth opportunities, and work-life spill over. In-depth data analysis is underway to understand these themes more thoroughly and to identify other themes to enhance our theoretical contribution. To contribute to practice, following the completion of data analysis, we will offer a set of best practice recommendations for HRM practitioners in this key sector to support healthcare professionals to retain/enhance both: a) their roles; and b) their wellbeing. 
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Introduction 
[bookmark: _Hlk158992903]The UK healthcare workforce is in crisis with declining real wages and deteriorating working conditions. In 2023/24, various professional groups, including nurses, doctors, and radiographers, have engaged in strikes and protests. While media attention often centres on pay issues, underlying concerns about working conditions significantly impact staff wellbeing (Daniels, et al., 2022) together with patient care (Hope, et al., 2022) resulting in the sector’s recruitment and retention difficulties (Stringer, et al., 2023). Drawing on the sociology of turning points (Sampson & Laub, 1996), we explore in-depth the turning points which ‘trigger’ healthcare professionals to prioritise their wellbeing to identify HRM best practices in this key sector (Latze, et al., 2022; Seibert, et al., 2024). 
Building on Job Demands-Resources theory (Bakker, et al., 2023; Demerouti, et al., 2001), we study healthcare professionals who regularly face long hours, time pressure, physicality, and emotional burden on the job. We focus on those who have experienced ‘a turning point’ in their careers to identify the antecedents of the change. Additionally, we aim to determine whether these turning points are internally (psychologically) or externally (environmentally) driven. Following from the first two aims, we also hope to generate insights into the extent to which turning points are randomly generated. 
We therefore ask the following four inter-related research questions: 1) What are the career turning points of individuals working under conditions of high job demands? 2) To what extent are these career turning points positive or negative, and why? 3) To what extent are these career turning points internal or external in origin? And 4) To what extent do these career turning points occur randomly among healthcare professionals? By exploring these questions in-depth, we contribute theoretically to: 1) the sociology of turning points in a new context; 2) the extension of the well-established Job-Demand Resources theory; and 3) the development of the newer area of career sustainability.
We also aim to contribute to the practice of HRM by developing a set of best practice recommendations for HRM practitioners in this key sector to support healthcare professionals to retain/enhance both: a) their roles; and b) their wellbeing. 
Literature and Conceptual Development
Contemporary theorizing around wellbeing at work often draws on the well-established Job Demand-Resources (JDR) model (Demerouti, et al., 2001) and its underpinning principles (Bakker, et al., 2023; Sonnentag, et al., 2023).  Specifically, JDR theory seeks to understand two largely independent processes (Demerouti, et al., 2010). One process concerns the positive relationship of health impairment hypothesized between job demands and exhaustion. Job demands are any aspects of the job that require some physical, social, or psychological effort to achieve work goals and so have associated strain costs in terms of individual functioning processes. Exhaustion is an outcome which entails feelings of being depleted, fatigued, and overextended by one's work in physical, affective, and cognitive terms (Demerouti, et al., 2001). Crawford, et al.’s (2010) research highlighted an important distinction between two types of demands in terms of personal growth and development.  Those demands that are perceived by the employee as challenging provide the stimulation for personal growth and development, whereas others perceived as hindering constrain an individual from growth and development. Nevertheless, a specific job demand seems to provide a challenge only when other demands remain low (Kemery, 2006; Wincent & Örtqvist, 2011). 
The second process concerns the negatively hypothesized relationship between job resources and disengagement. Job resources are any aspect of the job that may give rise to work engagement, defined as a positive motivational state of vigour, dedication, and absorption (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). In contrast, the outcome of disengagement is defined as a sense of depersonalization, cynicism, or distancing from work (Demerouti, et al, 2001) and results from a lack of job resources. Job resources are thus expected to be positively associated with work engagement (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007) and negatively with disengagement. Research has shown the two constructs of engagement and disengagement to be highly correlated, but not antipodes (Demerouti et al., 2010). Moreover, the buffering hypothesis has shown job resources to diminish the impact of job demands (Bakker et al., 2005). Challenge or ‘good’ job demands (e.g., new responsibilities following promotion) and high levels of job resources (e.g., autonomy) have been shown to lay the best foundation for engagement (Crawford, et al., 2010). 
Burnout as an outcome is routinely conceptualised as comprised of the two dimensions of disengagement and exhaustion (Demerouti et al., 2001, 2010). Maslach & Leiter (1997) define burnout as a state of chronic exhaustion characterised by cynicism and doubt about one’s work value and organizational contribution. It seems to be the lack of specific job resources which results in disengagement (Demerouti, et al., 2001) whereas exhaustion arises from general job demands such as overwork and role problems (for a meta-review, see Lee & Ashforth, 1996). Nevertheless, some demands have a stronger relationship with negative outcomes under certain conditions. For example, Van Woerkom, et al. (2016) found emotional demands to be more deleterious leading to higher absenteeism where workloads were high.  Demerouti et al. (2011) found that demands were related to burnout, as exhibited through exhaustion, and resources to burnout, as evidenced by disengagement. Burnout is most prevalent in organizations where high job demands are combined with low job resources (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017; Leiter et al., 2014) and has been shown to correlate with turnover intentions/intention to quit (Depierro, et al., 2024; Kristensen, et al, 2005). 
The original JDR model (Demerouti, et al., 2001) has developed in two main directions over the nearly two decades since its inception into what is now referred to as JDR theory (Bakker, et al., 2023). The first is the examination of positive and negative workforce responses to the demands and resources experienced (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). A positive gain spiral may be experienced when employees are motivated to engage with their work (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2003; 2004; 2010) and stay engaged with that work through job crafting to create new resources over time (Tims & Bakker, 2010). A negative loss spiral of increased demands and exhaustion may be experienced when employees engage in self-undermining behaviour (Bakker & Costa, 2014) such as the creation of stress, confusion, and conflict (Bakker & Wang, 2020). 
The second avenue of study has been to expand job demands and resources to include personal demands and resources. Personal demands, defined as self-set work performance goals and behaviours which come with physical and psychological costs (Barbier, et al., 2013), can enhance motivation or lead to health impairment. For example, Guglielmi et al. (2012) showed that workaholism increased job demands and greater burnout. Personal resources, defined as beliefs that people hold over how much control they have over their environment (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017), alongside job resources. Studies of personal resources (e.g., self-efficacy; optimism) have produced inconsistent results (Xanthopoulou, et al., 2013). 
A large body of evidence now clearly supports JDR theory main effects relationships on average across a wide range of demands and resources (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Crawford, et al., 2010; Van Yperen & Janssen, 2002). Since Karasek’s (1979) foundational work, social support, and autonomy (or job control) have been the key resources of interest; These resources have been shown to attenuate the impact of demands in some studies (Bakker, et al, 2005; Fox, et al. 1993; Kirkmeyer & Dougherty, 1988). At the same time, results for the buffering hypothesis are inconsistent as demonstrated by Ganster et al. (1986), studying social support, and Parker and Sprigg (1999), investigating control.  Further, recent meta-analyses have shown little to no effect (Gonzalez-Mule, et al, 2020; Hausser, et al., 2010). Among the unresolved JDR theory issues is the fact that we do not yet know with any certainty which resource may buffer which demand or indeed how effects may combine multiplicatively across demands owing to their less extensive/non-existent study (Ong & Johnson, 2023). 
Research Methodology
Our study employs in-depth interviews to understand the career turning points of hospital healthcare professionals coping with high job demands. Unlike traditional quantitative approaches that focus on large-scale surveys, this study probes the experiences of a small number of individuals to uncover the nuances of career turning points. 
The participant sample comprises 26 NHS registered nurses, midwives, and allied health professionals with data anonymized to ensure confidentiality and GDPR compliance. In total 26 participants who self-identified as having experienced a career turning point in the past 12 months were recruited. In our sample, 13 were nurses, 7 were midwives, and 6 were allied health professionals. Participants were recruited via social media (LinkedIn and Facebook) and via courses in advanced healthcare practice. Data collection involved interviews focusing on participants' career and experiences over the previous 12 months.  Interviews of 60-120 minutes per participant were conducted using the MS Teams platform (n=25) and face-to-face (n=1) over several months during late 2023 and early 2024.  Each interviewee received a £20 Amazon voucher to thank them for their time.
A systematic thematic analytic approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 2021; Gioia, 2021; Gioia, et al., 2012) was adopted to identify demands, resources, and state of wellbeing over the career history. After transcription, we uploaded the interview data onto NVivo 12 to allow for coding of the full breadth of the data to take place. Analysis is underway. To date, first level coding (Gioia, et al, 2012) has produced 31 codes - both latent and semantic - with four significant second-level codes tentatively identified through initial abductive analysis (Timmermans & Tavory, 2022). The definition of what is considered interesting, at this point, remains quite broad, and relates to factors such as high uncertain workload, feeling unsupported, professional ambition, and how work influences home life. This first level of coding illustrates what was described within the interviews and does not refer specifically to how occurrences or feelings transpired.
Findings and Discussion
We set out to understand the career turning points of healthcare professionals working in high demand roles in NHS hospital settings. We aimed to identify the sets of demands and resources together with their outcomes of burnout/engagement which led to career turning points. In addition, we expected to establish when these turning points were positive versus negative, whether they were psychological or environmental in nature, and if they seemed to occur randomly or systematically within this population. At this juncture, our analysis is not yet complete. Nevertheless, we have preliminary some answers to the questions we posed.
First, a high-demands low-resources environment seemed to characterise the hospital workplaces which employed our participants. Across our sample, the practice of pooling within nursing and midwifery seemed to cause significant distress. Available resources were low-to-non-existent and did not mitigate demands. Not only are roles inherently lacking in control, but the other major resource – support - is also low to non-existent across levels. A lack of peer support, managerial recognition and on-the-job training seem to exacerbate the high workload demands. Our healthcare professionals, all experienced, stated their frustrations at not being able to progress if they did not aspire to a managerial role and/or if they worked part-time. Lastly, the extreme physical and/or emotional fatigue experienced by many of our participants at home suggests they were indeed experiencing burnout.
In sum, widespread high demands together with widespread low resources have resulted in experienced clinical staff reaching career turning points for negative (when already on the path to burnout), largely externally driven (environmental), and non-random (systematic) organisational reasons.
Conclusions and Recommendations
By comparing the career strategies of individuals whose wellbeing has been transformed through turning points with existing approaches to wellbeing at work, this study contributes to the sociological turning point hypothesis, Job Demand-Resources theory, and career sustainability. Recommendations for clinical managers include learning and practicing positive feedback. Our findings also inform healthcare policy discussions by providing recommendations for HRM practitioners within hospital settings including managing pooling arrangements and arranging for on-the-job pooling training.  Lastly our research contributes more widely to our understanding of how to manage people in the post-pandemic era especially the requirement to focus on growth, development, and progression opportunities in the face of increasing work demands.  
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