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Outline

• What are the challenges and opportunities in 
developing an effective health workforce in 
small countries?

– Preliminary findings from the SMSHealth project



SMSHealth.eu Project



Nested study on health care 
workforce mobility

• Qualitative and comparative study conducted in Malta, 
Estonia, Iceland and Slovenia according to a common study 
protocol

• Face-to-face semi-structured interviews with experts on 
health care 
workforce mobility in small states (N=8)

• Interviews were fully transcribed and translated into English 



Health care workforce in small states 

• All the small states considered face health 
care workforce shortage due to:

– mismatch between demand and supply of labour
– limited economic resources 
– absence of specialised training and courses (lack of 

highly specialised professionals)



“we, as a small state, we can´t uphold 
specialized training in children’s 

oncology or neurosurgeons or any 
other of that kind. We simply can´t or 

we don´t have the capacity for it.” 
(#Iceland 09). 



“in Malta we have only 4 dieticians 
with the government. We need clinical 

dieticians for the hospital. The 
recommended amount of dieticians in 
Malta is approximately 40, according 
to the population. Consider that we 

also have a very high rate of 
diabetes…” (#Malta04)



Mobility of health care workforce in 
small states in Europe – for education

While increased mobility of health care workforce is
beneficial the possibility of facing brain drain and
shortage of health care workforce is a common
experience



“In education, the issue of the small size of Slovenia is 
evident, as education capacities are limited. (…) Due to 
the small number of patients with a certain disease, the 

resident may not be able to carry out all services or 
interventions required by the residency programme. 

Due to this, residents go abroad, which on the one hand 
is positive because they acquire the required 

experience, whereas on the other we risk that such a 
resident will stay abroad, where better work conditions 

can be offered to him.” (#Slovenia04)



Mobility of specialised health care 
professionals from small states

• High dependence on small numbers of highly 
specialised health care professionals



“there are 4 or 5 neurosurgeons 
operating in Iceland. And if one of them 
simply says I quit I can´t be bothered any 
longer, I´m simply returning to the United 

States then we have a 20 to 25% 
reduction of neurosurgeons in Iceland 
and this of course is the smallness that 
has the effect that we are you see so 

vulnerable.” 
(#Iceland 09)



Need for Retention Strategies

“Recruit and Retain: Making it Work” is a very useful
and good project, we are working with people that
are, that are dealing with the same kind of issues,
regarding attracting personnel to smaller workplaces,
where there are maybe not the same opportunities
as in bigger hospitals(…) that is of course a European
project that gives us the opportunity, of course to get
to know other professionals in other countries and
that has been very beneficial and we have gained a
lot from that participation, it is very good to see how
other countries are working on this subject and to
take that knowledge and methods and use them
here, that is very, very beneficial for us.” (#Iceland10).



Small countries may be attractive
“EURES was instrumental for us, because we spoke 

to EURES and told them that we need nurses, so 
they networked with other EURES satellites 
around Europe and asked whether there are 

nurses interested to come to Malta. And in fact, 
we went twice to Spain and EURES organised all 
our work: the applications, they organised the 
setting, the room etc. So, it was fantastic. And 

we recruited 80 nurses from Spain.” (#Malta03)



Evaluation
• Small shifts in migratory and recruitment 

patterns can have large impacts 

• Over reliance on one large single country is a 
risky strategy (KIV Brexit)

• Shift from under capacity to over supply can 
occur very quickly



Resilience of small country health systems is 
hampered by factors closely connected to their 

small human resources population pool
BUT

Small countries can address the fragility of their 
human resource ecosystem and improve the 

resilience of the overall health sector by introducing 
processes and mechanisms that reduce the system-

level vulnerability of its human resources


