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ABSTRACT

The Nordic healthcare sector faces severe staff shortages. This paper is based on a rapid literature 
review, including 73 papers published between 2010 and 2020, addressing retention issues in the 
sector. The aim is to compile and discuss empirical research on retention of staff within Nordic 
healthcare. The paper fills an existing gap providing a comprehensive picture of crucial factors for 
retaining staff in the sector. Findings include that most studies were quantitative, often surveys, and 
mostly focusing on registered nurses and/or physicians/medical doctors. Further, high control, high 
levels of social support, good leadership, satisfactory opportunities for professional development, 
organizational continuity, reasonable demands, including absence of heavy physical exertion, were 
all shown to positively impact retention rates. While the results to some extent were as expected, 
they highlight key areas for healthcare employers, as well as policymakers at various levels, to 
concentrate on for improving staff retention within their organizations.
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Introduction

The Nordic healthcare systems share many similarities; they are characterized by pub-
lic funding and in some parts also by public ownership, mostly supplied by staff 
from tuition-free education, high levels of professionalization, and significant inter-

country labor market integration (typically, staff move between neighboring countries 
to work in different hospitals and care facilities). They also face similar difficulties and 
challenges regarding, for example, the ability to provide equal healthcare in rural and 
sparsely populated parts of the countries, and the introduction and implementation 
of, and adaption to, different organizational and financial regimes such as New Public 
Management (NPM) and Public-Private Partnership (PPP) (see, e.g., Carlson & Hatti 
2016) and societal and/or political trends such as digitalization, neoliberalism, profes-
sional heterogeneity, and globalization (see, e.g., Susskind & Susskind 2015; Calenda 
& Bellini 2021; Carlson & Hatti 2016). Further, the Nordic healthcare systems also 
face similar severe, albeit uneven, staff shortages (see Statistics Sweden 2022; Swedish 
National Board of Health and Welfare 2022, 2023; OECD 2021 a, b, c, d; NOU 2023; 
Norwegian Government 2023). Rural areas in the Nordics, which are often located in 
the Arctic and Subarctic north, are particularly vulnerable to these shortages (see OECD 
2021 a, b, c, d; Franzén & Andersson 2021; Giacometti & Cuadrado 2020). As an 
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example, in the northernmost Swedish county, Norrbotten, 18 of 22 healthcare profes-
sions have staff shortages (Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare 2022).

Access to healthcare staff, or skills supply in the healthcare sector, covers many 
aspects at different levels, from the individual organization’s ability to attract, recruit, 
and retain staff, to the national education system and its ability to offer adequate edu-
cation matching the needs of the labor market, as well as full enrolment in educational 
programs. For example, the national education system is tasked with ensuring an ade-
quate supply of suitably trained staff. However, this objective alone proves insufficient, 
as each individual organization must also provide satisfactory employment and working 
conditions to effectively attract, recruit, and retain staff. As a cornerstone of the skills 
supply issue, the focus of this paper is the employer organizations’ capacity to retain 
staff. As such, it is relevant to systematically compile existing knowledge about how to 
retain healthcare staff. To this end, this literature review focuses on the issue of retaining 
staff within healthcare organizations.

Studies indicate that many healthcare professionals are considering leaving their 
positions and/or profession due to unsatisfactory working conditions and terms of 
employment (see Woodward & Willgerodt 2022, for evidence from the United States; 
for Europe, see Aiken et al. 2013). This is a vicious circle, as staff shortages in the health-
care system result in many problems, including the inability to provide equal healthcare 
to residents throughout the country as well as work employment environment issues 
(Swedish National Board of Health and Welfare 2023). Where there is a staff shortage, 
the work environment is often challenging, due to the workload being handled by a 
limited number of employees (Swedish Association of Health Professionals 2022). This 
can even take the expression of a collective flight from employers; midwifery stands as 
one concrete example of a profession where the work environment is so challenging that 
clusters of staff resign (Hansson 2021).

These staff-shortage problems also have a great effect on the surrounding society as 
they lead to some regions being considered as less attractive to live and work in than others 
(Ejdemo & Parding 2018; Parding et al. 2022). Access to healthcare staff is not just impor-
tant for individual healthcare organizations but also for society at large, including orga-
nizations in other industries and individuals. Add to this the extraordinary situation the 
healthcare systems experienced due to the COVID-19 pandemic, in various areas, including 
elderly care, home-based care, emergency and in-patient care, numerous staff members 
have encountered drastically increased workloads (see Fernemark et al. 2022; Theorell 
2020). Theorell, for example, argues that ‘[t]his situation gives rise to the worst possible 
work environment for health care staff. All of the bad classical psychosocial risk factors in 
the work environment are magnified − extremely high demands, complete lack of control, 
lack of institutional support in many workplaces, and in addition lack of reward’ (2020, 
p. 193). Similar findings emerged from a literature review from the Swedish Agency for 
Work Environment Expertise (2022), where several challenges in the healthcare sector in 
relation to the pandemic were uncovered: high workload, complicated tasks, extreme uncer-
tainty, rapid restructuring of organizations, and sudden changes in work methodologies.

The healthcare sector is complex, with many staff and with many types of organiza-
tions, such as home care, primary care, elderly care and hospital-based care (with all its 
different inherent organizations). The sector is also influenced in different ways by new 
technologies (e.g., digitalization), new knowledge needs, sustainability requirements, sys-
temic changes, and demographic challenges, and the sector includes many professions, 
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mainly dominated by women. The sector’s size and complexity mean that the ability to 
retain staff can vary as the result of factors influenced by a range of conditions. Many 
studies focus on work environment and working conditions in the healthcare sector, but 
these are often in the form of case studies and studies that do not take into account sur-
rounding context. Moreover, many studies focus on problems rather than solutions. This 
literature review addresses a gap in the literature by reviewing studies on staff retention 
done across various sectors within the healthcare sector, systematically compiling results, 
and focusing on solutions (i.e., how to retain, rather than how not to). We thus provide a 
comprehensive picture of the crucial factors for retaining staff in the sector. 

As such, the aim of this article is to compile and discuss previous empirical research 
on retention of staff within Nordic healthcare. Specifically, we have three main aims of:

1) Compiling the main currents in research on retaining staff in Nordic healthcare in 
terms of context and objects of study, methodological approaches, and theoretical 
perspectives.

2) Presenting and discussing findings and central aspects in the research with relevance 
to the ability to retain staff within Nordic healthcare.

3) Identifying gaps in the current knowledge and make recommendations for future 
research on retaining staff in Nordic healthcare.

Method and selection criteria

The applied method and selection criteria are described below, starting with a descrip-
tion of the literature search and then the inclusion and exclusion criteria. This is  
followed by a description of how the included publications were analyzed, and finally 
the methodology is discussed.

Literature search

This article is based on a literature review conducted within a project aimed at compil-
ing research from the Nordics on what impacts the ability to attract, recruit, and retain 
staff within the healthcare system. As the article focuses on retaining staff, the relatively 
few studies that only focus on attracting and/or recruiting staff have been excluded. 
The present overview builds on scholarly literature in the form of peer-reviewed arti-
cles, that is, ‘grey literature’ was not included; the focus has been on studies presenting 
results from primary data and that have undergone revision by academic peers. This to 
strengthen the quality and robustness of the current study.

This rapid review (Grant & Booth 2009) is based on systematic literature searches 
conducted by two information specialists1 in consultation with the article authors. 
A rapid review assesses what is already known on the topic in focus using systematic 
review methods. In addition, a rapid review analysis provides a general description of 
the studied material and presents the overall orientation of the same. However, a rapid 
review is less extensive and uses fewer steps than a traditional literature review (Grant 
& Booth 2009). For example, a rapid review does not assess the quality of the included 
studies in detail. Instead, the focus is on compiling and synthesizing the research avail-
able in a field and critically discussing the quality of the synthesized research at an over-
all level (cf. Crawford et al. 2015).
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The literature search began by consulting information specialists and the article authors 
to identify relevant terms and phrases to be used as search terms. The search strategy was 
designed to capture articles addressing access to healthcare staff in a Nordic context in 
terms of attracting, recruiting, and retaining staff. The articles were published between 
2010 and 2020 and based on empirical studies that investigated what factors influenced 
the ability to attract, recruit, and/or retain healthcare staff in one or more Nordic countries. 
We included publications focusing on staff within the healthcare sector. In some studies, the 
professional categories were unspecified, as in ‘hospital employees’, others were more pre-
cise, focusing on professional categories such as assistant nurses2, nurses, doctors, and psy-
chologists, as well as publications addressing other relevant healthcare professional groups 
such as lab personnel or cleaners (the full list of professions are to be found in Table 1).

To identify as many relevant studies as possible, we used the databases Scopus and 
Web of Science; All databases, as these databases are both large and comprehensive, and 
give good access to peer-reviewed research (at least publications from Europe and North 
America, which was not seen as a problem when reviewing research done on Nordic health-
care sectors). Still, this approach might have limited the scope of the study, and one cannot 
rule out that the literature search missed some relevant publications. The search process and 
inclusion and exclusion process are described in Figure 1. The search strategy was based on 
the criteria for inclusion and exclusion (see Appendix 1) and the final search strategy is pre-
sented in Appendix 2 for each database. The final search was conducted in September 2020.

The search strategy was initially built around the Scopus database by gradually com-
bining the different search paths in the strategy. The search strategy was then adapted 
by changing the field tags3 and by adapting the search for use of the Web of Science 
database. All identified publications were screened twice in Rayyan, and then imported 
into the RefWorks reference management system.

Screening articles using inclusion and exclusion criteria

The final search identified studies based on the inclusion and exclusion criteria and was 
done in two steps. In the first step, each article author separately evaluated the relevancy 
of the articles and read all the abstracts with support of the online tool Rayyan (www.
rayyan.qcri.org).4 A total of 4,664 abstracts were excluded and 116 were included. If 
we were unsure of whether to include or exclude an abstract, such as whether or not 
the study on empirical grounds answered a question about what impacted the ability to 
retain staff, the authors discussed the abstract’s relevancy jointly. Based on this discus-
sion, the authors formed a consensus about whether to include the publication or not; if 
included, a full version of the article was ordered. In step two, the authors screened the 
relevance of the full texts based on the inclusion and exclusion criteria. The screening 
was conducted in the RefWorks reference management system, and the publications that 
did not fulfil the inclusion criteria were excluded.

A relatively large number of publications were identified—116 abstracts were 
screened. Of the 116 full text articles, 43 were ultimately excluded, as they lacked rele-
vance for the present article’s purpose. Since the main aim of the search was for research 
on attracting, recruiting, and retaining healthcare staff and therefore broader than just 
focusing on retaining staff, the exclusion process—for this particular paper—consisted 
of yet another round of exclusion. In the first round, 33 were excluded, of which 27 were 
excluded for lack of relevance. They simply did not deal with attracting, recruiting, or 
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retaining staff. For example, some focused on the health effects of changing jobs. Two 
publications were excluded because they were conducted in a non-Nordic country, and 
one publication was excluded because the study was conducted in multiple countries 
where the results for the Nordics could not clearly be discerned. Three articles were 
excluded because they were not scholarly articles but rather project reports with less 
detail. Some of the 116 articles focused on multiple non-Nordic countries and one or 
more Nordic countries. These were only included if the results for the Nordic countries 
could be identified and isolated from the other countries. In the second round, publica-
tions that only focused on attracting and/or recruiting staff were also excluded. There 
were 10 such articles, so the present study ultimately included 73 publications.

Figure 1 Search process

Total number of abstracts for review: 4,664
Total number including abstracts for full text review: 116
Total number including publications: 73

Categorizing and thematizing included publications

All included publications were read in full and systematically categorized. The following 
categories were used in a matrix to summarize the included publications: author, title, 
year, journal (vol/nr/p), purpose and research questions, country/countries, sector(s), 
level (national/regional/local), professional group, theoretical framework/perspective, 
findings, the focus (attract, recruit and/or retain), if the publications discussed sex/gen-
der, ethnicity/race, class and/or function, and a category for other. As each publication 
was read, information on each of the above categories was noted in the matrix. Table 1 
under Results summarizes this matrix with information relevant for the present study.

Method discussion

Every methodological choice has results; some things might be included, and others 
excluded. We have attached the search strings to clarify how we searched for publications 
(Appendix 2). However, different scholarly fields often use different vocabulary for the same 
phenomenon. That is, publications of relevance for the current overview of knowledge may 
have been overlooked if those publications used key words that did not match our search 
terms. Moreover, it should be noted that a rapid review increases the risk of various types of 
bias, such as increased risk of publication bias in both directions. Therefore, a rapid review 
could overrepresent articles that publish statistically significant results (i.e., positive results) 
and underrepresent articles that publish negative results. In the present review, this bias is 
amplified because the review only includes positive, significant results; moreover, selection 
bias (i.e., the researcher’s interests, opinions, and familiarity with a concept) is also at play 
(cf. Grant & Booth 2009; Crawford 2015). The former risk is not limited to rapid reviews, 
as it always exists when compiling research; however, selection bias can be reduced by 
clearly reporting the used method and having clear and consistent screening criteria. In both 
the abstract review and full text reading, we countered these biases by including only empiri-
cal studies that focus on staff retention in relevant sectors in one or more Nordic countries.
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Results

This section presents the results of this review by examining the studies’ context, partici-
pants, methods, theoretical frameworks, and perspectives and their findings about reten-
tion of healthcare staff. Finally, several recommendations for healthcare organizations 
are presented based on the results of the publications and the research gaps identified. In 
addition, recommendations are made for future research.

Country, context, and level

Studies5 from all Nordic countries were represented among the included publications: 
26 conducted in Sweden, 21 in Finland, 18 in Norway, 13 in Denmark, and three in 
Iceland.6 Most studies were carried out in Sweden, or partly in Sweden. Iceland is the 
country with the most studies per capita, followed by Finland, Norway, Sweden, and 
Denmark.

The included publications focus on different parts of the healthcare system, where 
the hospital context is most common with 30 articles, followed by healthcare in general 
(25), elderly care (10), primary care (4), maternity care (2), home healthcare (1), and 
psychiatric care (1). These studies also focus on different context levels. Some study 
healthcare in general, others study organizational levels, such as hospital organizations, 
and others study particular parts of the healthcare system, such as surgery or intensive 
care.

Most publications focus on the national level. In many of these studies, the focus is 
on a particular hospital or elderly care facility in a specific municipality without explicit 
focus on local or regional aspects. These studies make a national, or perhaps general, 
explanatory claim, as the results are not placed in relation to the local or regional context 
where the studies were conducted (e.g., Slater et al. 2020). Therefore, these studies have 
been categorized as ‘national’ in accordance with the implicit explanatory claim. This 
strategy is not necessarily a problem in an individual study, but the pattern that emerges 
could become problematic, if it in fact is the specific context that results in a specific 
result, without the reader having information of what the context is. Interestingly, the 
studies focusing on certain rural regions, such as northern-most Norway or healthcare 
in rural areas, claim to say something about these regions, and factors that influence the 
retention of staff in these specific geographical contexts (e.g., Gaski & Abelsen 2017). 
Publications studying healthcare in major cities do not consider regional implications 
but make a national (i.e., general) explanatory claim. Thus, the results from studies of 
major urban areas risk being given an a priori general applicability, which obscures the 
conditions and challenges found in, for example, rural areas.

Professional group(s)

Depending on which part of the healthcare sector that is studied, the professional 
groups studied vary. By far, the most commonly studied professional group is nurses. 
More than half of the included publications (38) expressly studied solely or in part 
nurses. Less than one-fourth of the publications (16) focused expressly solely, or in part, 
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on doctors. Comparatively few publications studied other professional groups such as 
assistant nurses, orderlies, midwives, lab staff, or medical secretaries. Sometimes the 
focus is more on the general hospital staff or staff in elderly care (i.e., more general 
group categories than specific professional categories). This inconsistency makes it dif-
ficult to say how many studies that focus on, for example, assistant nurses, as they are 
likely included in the group elderly care staff. Additionally, what a specific occupation 
in one country involves jurisdiction-wise, may not always be the same in other coun-
tries. This means that the prerequisites for working as an assistant nurse, for instance, 
may be different in different countries, such as requiring different educational back-
ground, or what tasks are included. Still, if we combine the number of studies expressly 
studying assistant nurses (3) and those studying elderly care staff (5), which would also 
include assistant nurses, it results in only half as many publications as those that study 
doctors. Nonetheless, after doctors, assistant nurses are the most studied professional 
group.

Methods and theoretical frameworks and perspectives

Most of the publications are based on quantitative methods. Of the included publica-
tions, 58 are based on quantitative methods, 13 on qualitative, and two on a mixed 
method approach (i.e., both quantitative and qualitative methods). The most common 
method for data collection is surveys of staff (often self-assessment studies) followed 
by the use of registry data, and the two methods that are sometimes used together. 
Regression analysis is often used to analyze data in survey studies, although sometimes 
purely descriptive statistics are used. The qualitative studies are often based on qualita-
tive individual interviews and sometimes on focus group data. The analyses are often in 
the form of thematic analysis or qualitative content analysis, and sometimes the analyses 
are explicitly phenomenological. 

The descriptions of the theoretical perspectives vary in thoroughness, and in some 
cases, there is no explicit theoretical framework presented, rather casual relations are 
used as point of entry or even hypothesis-testing, for example. It is therefore not easy to 
provide a clear picture of the theoretical frameworks, and thus, we have only noted the-
oretical framework where it is explicit in the publications. Karasek and Theorell’s theory 
on demand, control, and social support (e.g., Kuusio et al. 2014) is relatively common, 
and Herzberg’s two-factor theory also appears in several articles (e.g., Holmberg et al. 
2018). Two articles use gender theory or perspective (e.g., Öhman et al. 2017) and one 
uses a theory of social capital (Jensen et al. 2019). Additionally, there are some theo-
ries closely linked to the specific phenomenon being studied, such as the theory of ‘the 
rural pipeline’, which is closely linked to retaining staff in rural areas (Carson et al.  
2015). Another theoretical perspective is a phenomenological life-world perspective, 
which is common in the qualitative studies and is well integrated into the method (also 
often presented in the Methods section; see Lögde et al. 2018). This perspective, as with 
the social constructivist perspective noted in some studies, is at a more general, onto- 
epistemological level than many other perspectives.

Very few publications took an expressly gender, ethnic/race, class, or functionality 
perspective. Three articles discussed gender in more detail, including Öhman et al. (2017) 
in their study of work satisfaction among nurses, physiotherapists, and occupational 
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therapists in Swedish elderly care. One article discussed ethnicity, reporting a study of 
whether or not there are differences between foreign-born and Finnish general practitio-
ners regarding their intention to leave (Kuusio et al. 2013). The one study that focuses 
on mental health issues takes a functionality perspective (Giver et al. 2010). No publica-
tions explicitly discussed class. It was not unusual, however, for the quantitative studies 
to use gender and some form of socioeconomic status (such as educational attainment) 
as control variables.

Important factors for retaining healthcare staff

Beyond staff not choosing to change workplaces, retaining staff also involves staff not 
taking early retirement or being forced to go on sick leave. And if they do go on sick 
leave, how do they return to work as quickly as possible? Clearly, many factors influ-
ence retainment of healthcare staff, and the same factors are not equally important for 
all groups of staff even if the results do not seem to clearly differentiate between the 
different professional groups. Although some of the findings may appear to be relatively 
obvious, organizations better able to retain healthcare staff are characterized by good 
psychosocial working environment where demands, control, and social support are well 
balanced (e.g., Suadicani et al. 2013; De Cuyper et al. 2011; Wålinder et al. 2018), good 
work-life balance (e.g., Loft & Jensen 2020), reasonable challenges and availability of 
continuing professional development (e.g., Salminen & Miettinen 2019), a good and 
well-functioning collegial atmosphere (e.g., good relations between nurses and doctors 
and absence of discrimination and bullying) (e.g., Heponiemi et al. 2019; Martinussen 
et al. 2020), low stress levels (e.g., Heponiemi et al. 2016), supportive, fair, and clear 
leadership (e.g., Hognestad Haaland et al. 2020), few or no major reorganizations or 
mergers (e.g., Grønstad et al. 2019; Ingelsrud 2017; Kjekshus et al. 2014), colleagues on 
site to consult, and time to do so (e.g., Kuusio et al. 2010), and absence of heavy physi-
cal exertion (e.g., Sejbeak et al. 2012). In the following section, we develop some of the 
more interesting examples presented above.

Reorganizations

There is a clear connection emerging between reorganizations and reduced ability to 
retain staff. Jensen et al. (2018) (see also Jensen et al. 2019) show, in a large national 
registry study of Danish hospital staff, how reorganizations negatively impact the abil-
ity of hospitals to retain staff. The years following reorganizations were associated with 
employees leaving the workplace or unit, a reaction that was particularly associated with 
mergers, disbanding of units, and changes in leadership. Among the staff who remained, 
reorganizations were also associated with increased instances of long-term sick leave. 
This increase was particularly apparent in connection with mergers and dismissal of 
staff. Several studies had similar results: Ingelsrud (2014) in a national registry study of 
hospitals in Norway; Kjekshus et al. (2014) in a study of 57 Norwegian hospitals where 
the effects of mergers on long-term sick leave were analyzed; and Breinegaard et al. 
(2017) in a study of how organizational changes impact early retirement within Danish 
healthcare. There seems to be significant support for the idea that reorganizations in 
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healthcare (where hospitals in particular have been studied) result in staff changing 
workplaces, going on long-term sick leave, or taking early retirement (see also Grønstad 
et al. 2019, 2020; Ingelsrud 2017; and Martinussen et al. 2020, who show a somewhat 
different result for doctors). Interestingly, these studies were conducted in Denmark, 
Norway, or Iceland, and if our literature search has captured all literature of relevance, 
it seems there is a lack of studies on reorganization and its relation to retention-rates, in 
Sweden, and Finland.

Demands, control, and support

Another theme to highlight is how job requirements, control over work, and the social 
support at the workplace (cf. Karasek & Theorell 1990) impact the psychosocial 
working environment, and thus the risk of employees leaving the workplace and/or 
going on long-term sick leave, and ultimately the ability to retain staff. A study of 
a Finnish hospital shows how the intention of changing work is higher among staff 
with high employability but low job control than among other staff (De Cuyper et al. 
2011). Wålinder et al. (2018) show in a survey study of all staff (excluding surgeons) 
within operating departments at seven Swedish hospitals that high demands, with 
accompanying high ambitions, increase the intention of staff to leave the workplace, 
but that social support can counter this intention. Hognestad Haaland et al. (2020) 
also show how social support from supervisors can reduce the intention of nurses to 
leave the organization or profession, and Heponiemi et al. (2016) show in a national 
survey study of Finnish doctors that high demands and high stress in connection with 
on-call duty significantly increase the intention of leaving the job. For elderly care, in 
a longitudinal study based on surveys and registry data involving 7,921 elderly care 
staff in 35 Danish municipalities, Clausen et al. (2011) show how high work-related 
demands increase the risk of long-term sick leave, but a high level of work-related 
resources (e.g., influence, good work atmosphere, and good leadership) seem to com-
pensate for this risk.

To conclude, there seems to be relatively extensive knowledge of what influences 
retention of staff in healthcare organizations in the Nordic countries. It is reasonable to 
assume a relatively high degree of transferability of results from one country to another, 
and there are no apparent reasons to assume that, for example, the knowledge of how 
organizational changes impact access to qualified staff in Norway and Denmark cannot 
be applied to Icelandic, Finnish, or Swedish conditions.

Conclusive discussion 

We have compiled and described where existing research has been carried out, what 
country, context, and on what level. Moreover, we have compiled and described which 
occupational groups have been studied, and what theoretical approaches and methods 
have been used. Also, we have described what factors influence retention levels, accord-
ing to the studies reviewed. This is in line with our first aim to 1) compile the main cur-
rents in research on retaining staff in Nordic healthcare. As such, the results presented 
above should be read as the ‘answer’ to the first aim.
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To meet our two other aims of 2) presenting and discussing findings and central 
aspects in the research with relevance for the ability to retain staff within Nordic health-
care, and of 3) identifying gaps in the current knowledge and make recommendations 
for future research on retaining staff in the same, we below discuss the main findings, 
and via these findings we identify avenues for future research. 

In terms of actual factors impacting on the retention, perhaps unsurprisingly, the 
included publications show that a good working environment is essential for retention. 
High control, high levels of social support, good leadership, satisfactory opportunities for 
professional development, organizational continuity, and reasonable demands, includ-
ing absence of heavy physical exertion, seem to increase the ability to retain healthcare 
staff regardless of their intention to leave, actually changing workplaces, taking early 
retirement, or going on long-term sick leave. This is hardly surprising. These factors 
rhyme very well with the now seminal work of Karasek and Theorell (1990), showing 
how a balance between demand, control, and support is essential as to create good con-
ditions for work, and a sustainable work environment. In fact, in a recent policy brief 
from ETUI, it is emphasized that part of the problems with staff shortage is not staff 
shortage per se, but unsatisfactory working conditions (Zwysen 2023). This means that 
a significant part of the solution with staff shortage can be met via offering satisfactory 
working conditions, something that in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic has 
been revealed even more clearly (Theorell 2020).

Of particular interest are the various types of reorganizations described, which have 
been shown to have clear and long-term negative effects on the ability to retain staff. 
As the knowledge on how staff are retained (or not retained) within Nordic healthcare 
appears to be good, it is reasonable to question how this knowledge is consulted and 
utilized within the healthcare sector; either reorganizations as such have negative effects 
on the ability to retain staff, or those kinds of reorganizations carried out are unhelpful, 
from the perspective of the ability to retain staff. If, for example, reorganizations appear 
to have long-term negative effects on the retention of staff, why do the healthcare sys-
tems seem to be reorganized so often? Are these negative effects considered and, if so, 
how should decisions be implemented during reorganization? Or are these connections 
unknown at the management level? For future research, these kinds of issues need to 
be addressed. Future research should also focus on actual staff turnover rather than the 
more easily studied ‘intention to leave the workplace’.

In terms of methods, the included publications are based primarily on quantitative 
studies. Although this type of data can provide useful information, there seem to be satu-
ration in terms of quantitative methods. Instead, more qualitative studies are needed, as 
these could be used to examine, for instance, employees’ trajectories and views on reten-
tion, and how employers’ reason and act, when it comes to strategies for retaining staff. 
This would allow for questions such as why do reorganizations cause staff to leave the 
workplace? What happens in a workgroup during a reorganization? What are employ-
ers’ actual strategies and ways of working in order to retain staff? Such studies would be 
both practically useful and take the knowledge in the field forward. 

In terms of theoretical points of departure, many studies do not have any explicit 
theoretical framework. Moreover, it becomes evident that much of the research lacks 
theoretical perspectives on social stratification, power, and inequality and few studies 
examine in detail these aspects to understand how and why staff are convinced to remain 
in or leave healthcare organizations. Although gender is often used as a background 
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variable in quantitative studies, no deeper analyses are made, despite the sector being 
gender segregated, and employment and working conditions can be assumed to be 
impacted on by this. Including a perspective on social stratification, power and inequal-
ity in future studies could assist in examining and explaining broader patterns and their 
impact.

Moreover, there is also vast literature supporting the importance of staff being 
offered the opportunity to continuously learn in, at and for work, and that good 
conditions for learning are key to retention (Cerasoli et al. 2018; Govaerts et al. 
2011; Lyons & Bandura 2022; Puhakka et al. 2021). Furthermore, it has even been 
argued that satisfactory conditions for learning can be a buffer against a problematic 
work environment (Karasek & Theorell 1990). The relation between retention and 
conditions for learning in the Nordic healthcare system therefore ought to be studied 
further.

With regards to professional groups, nurses are the most studied group. In fact, it 
seems many studies have had a single profession focus. For further studies, comparative 
and workplace and workgroup case studies examining for instance interprofessional 
relationships, as they relate to retention, could be a valuable addition to current research. 
Comparative studies, in the context of professional work, have long been argued to be 
too few (Adams 2015; Brante 2013). 

When it comes to country, context, and level of analysis, it seems studies focusing 
on workplaces and/or regional health systems where staff are happy and want to remain 
are of interest. This is to identify what characterizes workplaces and regions where the 
retention rate is high, as this could possibly be used to improve other workplaces and 
regions. What characterizes the workplace/regional healthcare system? How is work 
organized, on a practical level, in organizations that have succeeded in retaining staff 
(with high staff satisfaction)? As discussed earlier, the geographical focus of retention 
studies can also impact the results. It is more difficult to retain staff in certain geo-
graphical locations, such as rural areas and areas far from higher education institutions, 
for example, the Arctic north. This in turn has major effects on the surrounding com-
munity and its attractiveness in terms of living and working in them (cf. Parding et al. 
2022; Ejdemo & Parding 2018). Studies specifically focusing on these circumstances 
could provide knowledge that is applicable to the significant challenges in these areas. 
However, it is also important to understand more in general if and how regional orga-
nizations and municipalities (e.g., employers) consult, and utilize, existing knowledge 
when they organize and lead the work in their individual organizations. Context is also 
important, as studies need to be contextualized to clarify proposed explanations. For 
instance, one such study shows that a bundle of measures needs being taken into consid-
eration in order to recruit and retain healthcare staff in the Arctic north (Abelsen et al. 
2020). It is reasonable to think that these measures are not easily straight-on applicable 
in other and different workplace contextual settings. Therefore, instead of making ‘gen-
eral claims’, studies no matter if they are situated in sought after and densely populated 
areas, or more rural or even remote, and perhaps less sought-after areas, contextual fac-
tors should be made explicit. 

To sum up and conclude, there is vast knowledge available on how to retain health-
care staff, as shown above. However, there are also knowledge gaps; we have identified 
six different areas in which future research needs to address, as to meet with societal 
challenges in the healthcare sector.
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Practical implications

On a general level, a number of factors have been shown to have a positive impact 
on retention rates. These factors are—as mentioned previously—high control, high 
levels of social support, good leadership, satisfactory opportunities for professional 
development, organizational continuity, reasonable demands, including absence of 
heavy physical exertion. On a practical level, not only healthcare employers, but also 
policy makers at various levels, should therefore focus on these factors in order to 
improve their ability to retain staff within their organizations. One concrete example 
is recurrent reorganizations of work, which appear to be something that the health-
care system should take on only when absolutely necessary, and employers should 
include the likely substantial loss of staff when weighing the costs and benefits of 
a reorganization. By doing so, the employer addresses the aspects of demand, con-
trol, support (as emphasized by Karasek & Theorell 1990), and leadership, and in 
doing so—organizational continuity. Also, due to that the shortage of staff rather 
could be considered a flight of staff (Zwysen 2023), the perspectives of healthcare 
staff themselves need to be taken into serious consideration, so that reorganizations 
meet the need of staff working in healthcare organizations, and not collide with their 
views and values. This means that employers, using existing knowledge, can choose 
to improve retention rates.
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Appendix 1 – Criteria for inclusion and exclusion in review of 
abstracts

Inclusion
 – Explicitly dealt with the context of healthcare
 – Empirical study
 – Results show factors that affect the competence supply (attract, recruit, and/or retain)
 – Study in one or several of the Nordic countries

Exclusion 
 – Reviews/literature reviews
 – Theoretical articles
 – Countries outside the Nordics as a study context
 – Articles without abstracts
 – Articles with such sparse abstracts that it is impossible to determine whether they 

are relevant
 – No or indirect focus on competence supply, e.g., focus on health and well-being, 

and, e.g., job satisfaction or conditions for learning without a visible connection to 
competence supply
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Appendix 2 – Search strings

Scopus 2020-09-28 Healthcare

Number Description Search string Number 
of hits

1 Competence supply TITLE-ABS-KEY (((talent OR staff OR workforce 
OR personnel OR ”organizational career”) W/3 
management) OR ”skill supply” OR ”supply of 
competence” OR ”workforce planning” OR 
”employment rate”)

90,128

2 Attract TITLE-ABS-KEY ((attract* W/30 (staff OR employe* 
OR personnel OR work* OR company OR 
organization)) OR ”employ* brand*”)

63,913

3 Recruit TITLE-ABS-KEY ((recruit* W/30 (staff OR employee 
OR personnel OR workforce OR professional OR 
worker)) OR ”employ* brand*” OR ”personnel 
selection” OR ”vacant job” OR hiring OR vacancy)

167,513

4 Develop TITLE-ABS-KEY (((staff OR employee OR competence 
OR career OR professional OR workforce) W/3 
development) OR ((workplace OR employee OR 
organizational OR ”life long” OR lifelong) W/3 learning) 
OR ((employee OR inservice OR staff OR personnel 
OR job OR workforce) W/3 training) OR ”qualified 
staff ” OR ”learning environment” OR ”professional 
competence” OR (continuing W/3 education) OR 
(skilled W/3 (employee OR professional OR workforce 
OR worker)))

399,892

5 Retain TITLE-ABS-KEY ((retain* W/30 (staff OR employee 
OR personnel OR professional OR worker)) OR 
((staff OR employee OR personnel OR workforce) 
W/5 retention) OR ((occupational OR job OR 
worker OR employment OR career) PRE/0 mobility) 
OR ”mobility strategy” OR ”labour shortage” OR 
((employee OR personnel) PRE/0 loyalty) OR (leav* 
PRE/3 profession) OR ”intent* to leave” OR ((career 
OR organizational) W/3 change) OR ((organizational 
OR workplace) W/3 commitment) OR ”job 
satisfaction” OR ”work motivation” OR (employee 
W/3 (satisfaction OR participation OR ”well being”)) 
OR ”good working life” OR ”female dominated” OR 
”proactive behavior” OR proactivity OR turnover)

289,424

6 All blocks Competence 
supply 

#1 OR #2 OR #3 OR #4 OR #5 938,391

7 Healthcare TITLE-ABS-KEY (”health service” OR ”health care” 
OR healthcare OR hospital OR ”elderly care” 
OR nurse OR (nursing PRE/0 (assistant OR staff 
OR employee OR personnel OR workforce OR 
professional)) OR doctor OR physician)

4,533,089
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Scopus 2020-09-28 Healthcare

Number Description Search string Number 
of hits

8 Countries TITLE-ABS-KEY (swed* OR norway OR norwegian 
OR denmark OR danish OR finland OR finnish OR 
iceland* OR nordic OR scandinavia*)

637,786

9 All blocks Competence 
supply + Healthcare + 
Countries 

#6 AND #7 AND #8 6,176

10 All blocks Competence 
supply + Healthcare + 
Countries 

#6 AND #7 220,946

11 All blocks Competence 
supply + Healthcare 
+ Filter for countries 
(Country/territory) 

#6 AND #7
(LIMIT-TO (AFFILCOUNTRY, ”Sweden”) OR 
LIMIT-TO (AFFILCOUNTRY, ”Norway”) OR LIMIT-
TO (AFFILCOUNTRY, ”Denmark”) OR LIMIT-
TO (AFFILCOUNTRY, ”Finland”) OR LIMIT-TO 
(AFFILCOUNTRY, ”Iceland”))

7,073

12 All blocks Competence 
supply + Healthcare + 
Countries  
OR 
All blocks competence 
supply + Healthcare 
+ Filter for countries 
(Country/territory) 

#9 OR #11 7,073

13 Filter Year:  
2010–2021 

 #9 OR #11 
(LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2020) OR LIMIT-TO 
(PUBYEAR, 2019) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2018) 
OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2017) OR LIMIT-TO 
(PUBYEAR, 2016) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2015) 
OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2014) OR LIMIT-TO 
(PUBYEAR, 2013) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2012) 
OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2011) OR LIMIT-TO 
(PUBYEAR, 2010))

4,237

14 Filter Document type: 
Article 
Review

#9 OR #11 
(LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2020) OR LIMIT-TO 
(PUBYEAR, 2019) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2018) 
OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2017) OR LIMIT-TO 
(PUBYEAR, 2016) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2015) 
OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2014) OR LIMIT-TO 
(PUBYEAR, 2013) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2012) 
OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2011) OR LIMIT-TO 
(PUBYEAR, 2010)) AND (LIMIT-TO (DOCTYPE, 
”ar”) OR LIMIT-TO (DOCTYPE, ”re”))

3,861
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Scopus 2020-09-28 Healthcare

Number Description Search string Number 
of hits

15 Filter Language: 
English
 Swedish

#9 OR #11
(LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2020) OR LIMIT-TO 
(PUBYEAR, 2019) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2018) 
OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2017) OR LIMIT-TO 
(PUBYEAR, 2016) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2015) 
OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2014) OR LIMIT-TO 
(PUBYEAR, 2013) OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2012) 
OR LIMIT-TO (PUBYEAR, 2011) OR LIMIT-TO 
(PUBYEAR, 2010)) AND (LIMIT-TO (DOCTYPE, 
”ar”) OR LIMIT-TO (DOCTYPE, ”re”)) AND 
(LIMIT-TO (LANGUAGE, ”English”) OR LIMIT-TO 
(LANGUAGE, ”Swedish”))

3,819

Web of Science (All databases) 2020-09-28 Healthcare

Number Description Search string Number 
of hits

1 Competence supply TS=(((talent OR staff OR workforce OR personnel 
OR ”organi?ational career”) NEAR/3 management) 
OR ”skill* supply” OR ”supply of competence” OR 
”workforce planning” OR ”employment rate*”)

37,129

2 Attract TS=((attract* NEAR/30 (staff OR employe* OR 
personnel OR work* OR company OR organi?ation)) 
OR “employ* brand*”)

46,112

3 Recruit TS=((recruit* NEAR/30 (staff OR employee OR 
personnel OR workforce OR professional OR 
worker)) OR “employ* brand*” OR “personnel 
selection” OR “vacant job*” OR hiring OR vacancy)  

186,406

4 Develop TS=(((staff OR employee OR competence OR 
career OR professional OR workforce) NEAR/3 
development) OR ((workplace OR employee 
OR organi?ational OR ”life long” OR lifelong) 
NEAR/3 learning) OR ((employee OR inservice OR 
staff OR personnel OR job OR workforce) 
NEAR/3 training) OR ”qualified staff ” OR ”learning 
environment*” OR ”professional competence” OR 
(continuing NEAR/3 education) OR (skilled NEAR/3 
(employee OR professional OR workforce OR 
worker)))

294,367
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Web of Science (All databases) 2020-09-28 Healthcare

Number Description Search string Number 
of hits

5 Retain TS=((retain* NEAR/30 (staff OR employee OR 
personnel OR professional OR worker)) OR ((staff 
OR employee OR personnel OR workforce) 
NEAR/5 retention) OR ”occupational mobility” 
OR ”job mobility” OR ”worker mobility” OR 
”employment mobility” OR ”career mobility” OR 
”mobility strateg*” OR ”labo$r shortage” OR 
”employee loyalty” OR ”personnel loyalty” OR 
(leav* NEAR/3 profession) OR “intent* to leave” 
OR ((career OR organi?ational) NEAR/3 change) 
OR ((organi?ational OR workplace) NEAR/3 
commitment) OR ”job satisfaction” OR ”work 
motivation” OR (employee NEAR/3 (satisfaction OR 
participation OR ”well being”)) OR ”good working 
life” OR ”female dominated” OR ”proactive behavior” 
OR proactivity OR turnover)

301,117

6 All blocks Competence 
supply

#1 OR #2 OR #3 OR #4 OR #5  823,990

7 Healthcare TS=(“health service*” OR “health care” OR 
healthcare OR hospital OR “elderly care” OR nurse 
OR ”nursing assistent*” OR ”nursing staff ” OR 
”nursing employee*” OR ”nursing personnel” OR 
”nursing workforce” OR ”nursing professional*” OR 
doctor OR physician)

4,216,866

8 Countries TS=(Swed* OR Norway OR Norwegian OR 
Denmark OR Danish OR Finland OR Finnish OR 
Iceland* OR Nordic OR Scandinavia*)  

633,724

9 All blocks Competence 
supply + Healthcare + 
Countries

#6 AND #7 AND #8  5,759

10 All blocks Competence 
supply + Healthcare

#6 AND #7  189,049

11 All blocks Competence 
supply + Healthcare 
+ Filter for countries 
(Countries/Regions) 

#6 AND #7   
Refined by: COUNTRIES/REGIONS: (SWEDEN 
OR ICELAND OR NORWAY OR FINLAND OR 
DENMARK)

5,325

12 All blocks Competence 
supply + Healthcare + 
Countries 
OR
All blocks Competence 
supply + Healthcare + 
Filter for countries

#9 OR #11  8,010

(Continued)
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Web of Science (All databases) 2020-09-28 Healthcare

Number Description Search string Number 
of hits

13 Filter Publication Years:  
2010–2021 

#9 OR #11  
Refined by: PUBLICATION YEARS: (2020 OR 2019 
OR 2018 OR 2017 OR 2016 OR 2015 OR 2014 
OR 2013 OR 2012 OR 2011 OR 2010)

3,916

14 Filter Document Types: 
Article 
Review

#9 OR #11   
Refined by: PUBLICATION YEARS: (2020 OR 2019 
OR 2018 OR 2017 OR 2016 OR 2015 OR 2014 
OR 2013 OR 2012 OR 2011 OR 2010) AND 
DOCUMENT TYPES: (ARTICLE OR REVIEW)

3,800

15 Filter Languages:  
English 
Swedish

#9 OR #11  
Refined by: PUBLICATION YEARS: (2020 OR 2019 
OR 2018 OR 2017 OR 2016 OR 2015 OR 2014 
OR 2013 OR 2012 OR 2011 OR 2010) AND 
DOCUMENT TYPES: (ARTICLE OR REVIEW) AND 
LANGUAGES: (ENGLISH OR SWEDISH)

3,740


