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The Challenge of Retaining Healthcare Workers in Developing Countries 

 

 
 

By Prof. David N. Abdulai, President and CEO, African Graduate School of Management and Leadership. 

 

 The ability of any healthcare system to deliver quality care to its populace 

depends on the availability of qualified healthcare professionals with the requisite 

experience and know-how. The lack thereof and shortage of healthcare professionals can 

have a devastative impact on the economy. This is because every nation’s economic 

productivity is linked to the health of its citizens. Equally important is the Millennium 

Development Goals (MDG’s) adopted by the international community in 2000. Directly 

related to the MDG’s are three items dealing with health: a two-thirds reductions in infant 

and under five deaths; a three quarters reduction in maternal deaths; and the halt and 

reverse of the HIV/AIDs, tuberculosis and malaria epidemics. 

 

 The important role that healthcare professionals play in economies has led to the 

increased demand of their services both in developed and developing countries. This is 

creating a human resource headache particularly for developing countries that are losing 

most of their healthcare professionals to developed countries. In South Africa, it is 

reported that over 5,000 doctors have moved to the U.S., U.K., Canada and Australia. In 

2003, there were about 32,000 nursing vacancies in South Africa, according to a World 

Health Organisation report. Also in South Africa, 46 percent of the population lives in 

rural areas these areas are served by only 12 percent of the country’s doctors and 19 

percent by its nurses. The situation is worse in some countries in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

 

 What are some of the causes of this migration of healthcare professionals from 

developing to developed countries and even out of the sector? The answers are not far-

fetched. One of the major reasons is the differences in salaries in developed and 

developing countries and in areas outside the sector. These differences in salaries 

therefore serve as an attraction. But higher salaries alone are not the carrot that attracts 

healthcare workers to developed countries. Working conditions in most developing 

countries continue to be one of the major causes. This is partly due to a chronic lack of 

healthcare resources, huge workloads and in some cases a highly politicized work 

environment as well as poor staff management. Yet, it must be said that, it is not only a 

poor healthcare infrastructure in developing countries that is to blame for this crisis. It is 

also the issue of limited opportunities for professional and career development by 

healthcare professionals in developing countries. 

 

 So what should be done to be able to retain healthcare professionals from being 

lured away to developed countries? This will require both internal and external 

approaches. Internally, developing countries must take adequate steps to address the 

numerous problems facing their healthcare systems if they are to retain their healthcare 
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professionals from emigrating. A good place to start is to adequately resource their 

healthcare systems, raising them to a superior level to make them an attractive place for 

healthcare professionals to work. The issue of salaries of healthcare professionals must 

also be adequately addressed. Even if developing countries cannot afford the salary levels 

of developed countries, they should be able to provide decent living wages commensurate 

with the living conditions in their various countries. Equally important is developing a 

clearly, sustainable strategy for the professional and career development of healthcare 

workers with the requisite resources to match. There must also be a concerted effort to 

create a working environment that is motivating and devoid of politics. But all these 

suggested solutions will require political will and commitment as well as leadership from 

healthcare managers, their institutions and policy makers. Without that, the effort to 

retain healthcare professionals at home will come to naught. 

 

 Externally, international, bilateral and multilateral efforts must be sought through 

agreements to manage and stem the migration of healthcare professionals from 

developing to developed countries. An example that could work would be the replication 

at the international level of South Africa’s government’s mandate issued in 1995 

prohibiting the country from recruiting doctors from member countries of the Southern 

African Development Community. Others like the U.K.’s “Code of Practice” that 

prohibits its National Health Service from recruiting healthcare workers from certain 

countries can help. But such efforts are thwarted by the private healthcare sector. Thus, 

unless such internal bilateral and multilateral efforts are backed by internationally 

enforceable covenants, such efforts will not work. 

 

 At the end of the day, only proactive and dedicated efforts on the part of 

healthcare managers and policy makers in developing countries can stem the migration of 

healthcare professionals from the industry. International collaborative efforts must form a 

part of these efforts and where necessary enforceable conventions must be sought to help 

stem this tide. When all is said and done, it cannot be emphasized enough the big role 

developing countries play in contributing to the exodus of their healthcare professionals. 

A deep soul-searching in this regard is required. 
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