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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

Many  European  countries  are  faced  with  health  workforce  shortages  and  the  need  to
develop  effective  recruitment  and  retention  (R&R)  strategies.  Yet comparative  studies  on
R&R in  Europe  are  scarce.  This  paper  provides  an  overview  of  the measures  in place  to
improve  the  R&R  of health  professionals  across  Europe  and  offers  further  insight  into  the
evidence  base  for  R&R;  the  interaction  between  policy  and  organisational  levels  in driving
R&R outcomes;  the facilitators  and  barriers  throughout  these  process;  and  good  practices  in
the  R&R  of  health  professionals  across  Europe.  The  study  adopted  a multi-method  approach
combining  an  extensive  literature  review  and  multiple-case  study  research.  64  publications
were  included  in  the  review  and  34 R&R  interventions  from  20 European  countries  were
included  in  the  multiple-case  study.  We  found  a consistent  lack  of evidence  about  the
effectiveness  of R&R  interventions.  Most  interventions  are  not  explicitly  part of  a  coherent
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package  of  measures  but  they  tend  to  involve  multiple  actors from  policy  and  organisational
levels,  sometimes  in  complex  configurations.  A list  of  good  practices  for R&R interventions
was  identified,  including  context-sensitivity  when  implementing  and  transferring  inter-
ventions  to different  organisations  and  countries.  While  single  R&R  interventions  on  their
own have  little  impact,  bundles  of interventions  are  more  effective.  Interventions  backed
by political  and  executive  commitment  benefit  from  a  strong  support  base  and  involvement
of relevant  stakeholders.

© 2015  Elsevier  Ireland  Ltd.  All rights  reserved.

1. Introduction

Many European countries are faced with health work-
force shortages, either current and/or forecasted. It is
estimated that by 2020 there will be a shortfall of one
million health workers in Europe [1–3]. These shortages
are particularly critical within certain health professions or
specialisations – including nursing and general practice –
while almost all countries are faced with imbalances in the
geographical distribution of health professionals – mostly
an undersupply in rural and sparsely populated areas and
oversupply in some urban areas [1,4]. Health workforce
shortages are primarily driven by demographic changes
in the population, an increasing demand for healthcare,
a growing number of chronically ill patients and an age-
ing workforce [3,5–7]. Yet some of the shortages are also
generated by austerity measures in which governments
and employers are limiting recruitment, replacement and
retention to meet savings targets. In view of these develop-
ments, there is a growing recognition of the need to develop
effective recruitment and retention (R&R) strategies for
health workers across Europe [5].

Health workforce issues have clearly moved up the
agenda of European policy makers [2,3] and various
research and collaboration projects have been conducted
in recent years. Examples are MoHProf Mobility of Health
Professionals [8], RN4CAST [9], PROMeTHEUS Health Pro-
fessional Mobility in Europe [10] and the Joint Action on
Health Workforce Planning and Forecasting [11]. Never-
theless, European cooperation in the area of recruitment
and retention remains underdeveloped. This is somewhat
surprising, as the European Union (EU) labour market reg-
ulation has created specific incentives towards mobility of
health professionals between member states and candidate
countries [2,3,12,13]. This may  result in policies to sustain
the health workforce in one country having an unintended
impact on the availability of health workers in another. For
example, Bulgaria and Romania have high levels of out-
ward migration for all health workers. Although enough
vacancies are available to deploy health workers within
these countries, the attraction of Western and Northern
European countries which suffer from domestic health
workforce shortages and are able to offer higher pay and
better working conditions, are decisive factors for health
professionals’ leaving their country [14].

The European Commission’s Action Plan for the EU
health workforce, adopted in 2012, identifies staff recruit-
ment and retention in the healthcare sector as one of the
key areas for European cooperation. Stimulating exchange
on innovative and effective recruitment and retention

strategies is identified as one of the prioritised actions
[1], yet comparative reviews on recruitment and reten-
tion in Europe are scarce. The reviews that are available
have often focussed on specific types of health profes-
sionals – such as hospital-based nurses [15] – or specific
problems – e.g. recruitment and retention in remote and
rural areas [16,17]. This leaves policy makers and health
managers with limited intelligence to underpin the devel-
opment of recruitment and retention strategies in their
specific context [5,17]. This study aims to contribute to,
and deepen understanding of recruitment and retention of
health workers by providing an overview of the range of
measures in place across Europe and to gain further insight
into their effectiveness. The main focus of the study is on
R&R of physicians and nurses, as these make up the bulk
of the health workforce [1,4]. Furthermore, because of the
specific EU labour market regulation and its influence on
mobility and R&R of health professionals, the study scope
is limited to Europe.

Up until now, it remains unclear to what extent Euro-
pean countries are dealing with comparable challenges
in recruitment and retention, use similar interventions,
what the effects of interventions are and what facilita-
tors and barriers to successful interventions are. Moreover,
there is a lack of knowledge about the specific influence
that policy and organisational levels have on recruitment
and retention, although the need for action at both levels
has repeatedly been advocated [18–20]. The organisational
context is important for understanding how to recruit and
retain healthcare staff. Factors such as transformational
leadership, a flat management structure and organiza-
tional structures that support professional autonomy are
known to increase nurse retention [21–23]. At policy level,
responses and actions taken have a huge impact on the
health workforce and vary depending on whether a coun-
try is a ‘source’ or a ‘destination’ country, whether there
are geographical imbalances in health worker distribu-
tion in the country, whether there is a lack of specific
categories of health professionals and what the underly-
ing problem is— e.g. not enough potential supply versus
not enough financial resources to hire more staff. How-
ever, little is known about the interaction between policy
and organisational levels in recruitment and retention of
health workers, exemplified by a study on mental health
workforce turnover [24]. Yet there are indications that this
interaction can be improved. It has, for example, been con-
cluded that the hospital/organisational level needs broader
national and regional policy support in its efforts to retain
existing staff and attract those who  have left [3]. This study
takes both policy and organisational levels into account as
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