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How will Brexit affect the healthcare workforce?
As part of a series of briefings as we near the end of the Brexit transition period, May van Schalkwyk
and colleagues look at its potential impact on NHS and social care staff
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Dowe have good data on howmany EU
doctors work in the UK?
Data are collected on the nationality of NHS staff, but
there are questions about the accuracy of some of
these data and a number of other problems with the
arrangements around how they’re maintained and
updated.

All NHS employees have an electronic staff record
containing their details, and this includes their
nationalitywhen recruited.However, the information
is monitored in separate systems in each of the four
nations (in England, it’s the responsibility of NHS
Digital). There’s also no obligation for NHS workers
who acquire British nationality to update their
information, and there’s no record of whether this
hashappened. So, somedoctorsmaybemisclassified
as not having British nationality (because they
haven’t updated their records), while others won’t
be recorded as coming from the EU (because they
have updated their records). It’s also not clear how
the system deals with dual nationals, including the
large number with joint UK and Irish nationality.

The General Medical Council (GMC) also monitors
the movement of doctors to and from all four UK
nations. However, the only indicator of national
affiliation in the GMC record is the country of primary
qualification. Thus, British citizens qualifying abroad
would be considered overseas graduates, while EU
citizens qualifying in the UK would be UK graduates.

Dowe knowwhether more EU doctors have
left the UK in recent years or whether fewer
are now coming to the UK?
Over the past two years the overall number of staff
from the EU working in the NHS in England has
remained stable, at around 5.5% of all staff.1 The
picture for doctors specifically is also one of relative
stability, in data from both NHS Digital (for which
EUdoctors aredefinedbynationality onNHS records)
and the GMC (for which EU doctors are defined by
country of qualification). For instance, NHS Digital
data show that 490 EU doctors left NHS trusts in
England in March and April 2019, and 432 did so in
March and April 2020.

The NHS Digital and the GMC figures show that,
although the number of EU qualified doctors has
increased over the past two years, the rate of this
increasehasbeen lower thanamongoverseasdoctors
from outside the EU. The number of EU qualified
doctors increased by 2.9% in 2018-19 and by 8.2% in

2019-20, whereas the number of overseas qualified
doctors from outside the EU rose by 7.4% and 13.2%
over those two periods.

However, doctors don’t work in isolation from other
staff, so we also need to think about staffing across
the entire health and social care system, including
support staff, research scientists, nurses, and social
care staff. From 2018 to 2020 the overall headcount
of EU nurses and health visitors in NHS trusts in
England has slightly decreased, although numbers
from the rest of the world are increasing in a more
sustained manner.

Some regions face particular staffing
challenges—such as Northern Ireland, which draws
on the same labour market for health workers as the
Republic of Ireland, with considerable cross border
working.Thewider environment for immigrant labour
should also be considered, as it’s likely to affect EU
and other overseas citizens coming to the UK.

What effect might Brexit, deal or no deal,
have on the NHS’s ability to attract and
recruit doctors from the EU?
There are many uncertainties around this, and they
make it difficult to predict future levels of medical
migration.

Firstly, will the restrictions on free movement for EU
citizens be sustainable? There is widespread
recognition that a no deal or minimalist Brexit deal
can only be a temporary situation given the
disruption it will create,2 and UK governments in the
future will face a permanent economic incentive to
change course. More widely, although the UK
government has placed stricter migration controls at
the centre of its case for Brexit, in the longer term it
may have difficulty sustaining this as it tries to
negotiate trade deals with countries such as India,
which will want greater opportunities for their
citizens to come to the UK.3

NHS Employers and the Institute for Public Policy
Researchhave both raised concerns about the impact
of the new points based immigration system on
recruitment to social care.4 5 In addition, the BMA
has called for the UK government to establish a
flexible migration system that promotes entry into
the UK for health and social care staff, as well as
allowing UK trained doctors to work in the EU.6

Secondly, if barriers to entry remain, will potential
migrants consider them too expensive and
burdensome? The UK’s reputation among potential
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migrants has been damaged by the government’s “hostile
environment” approach7 and its treatment of the Windrush
generation.8 As of November 2020 there’s little clarity about the fees
that incoming doctors will have to pay, and the Home Office is
known to view such charges as a valuable revenue stream. Workers
will also need reassurance about ease of entry for their spouses and
dependants—and their ability to also work and access healthcare,
as well as other services such as education.9

Thirdly, for workers who are supporting relatives in their country
of origin, the declining value of the pound may mean that the value
of their remissions falls.

What might a well negotiated Brexit outcome look like,
in terms of EU healthcare professionals working in the
UK?
Any form of Brexit will make the UK a less attractive destination for
EU health professionals. They will lack certainty about many
practical issues, such as taxation, portability of pensions, and their
right to remain in the long term.

TheUK’s refusal to issue documentation specifying that peoplewith
“settled status”have the right to remain in theUK is already causing
problems for those seeking to access services, use banks, or rent
property.10 The current UK guidance lacks detail, stating only that
the UK will continue to recognise European Economic Area and
Swiss qualifications “for a temporary period” after 1 January 2021.11
This approach is consistent with the many other areas12 where the
UK has delayed making a final decision for as long as possible,
going beyond the end of the transition where it can.

If an EU-UK trade agreement is reached, continued recognition of
each other’s qualification frameworks for health and care staff will
be feasible, and the EUandUKdraft texts bothpropose a framework
for collaborationhere.Unless theUKdecides to diverge significantly
from EU medical professional standards, we may see relative
continuity in this context.

However, exchange of information about fitness to practise cannot
occur, as the UK will lose access to the EU’s Internal Market
Information systembecause it insists on leaving the internalmarket.
Increased vigilance over fitness to practise will therefore be critical
to maintaining standards of patient care.13

The outcome of the negotiations will have implications for working
conditions. TheEUwants to secure anon-regression clause in labour
standards, whereas the UK wants the ability to develop standards
independently. If there is no agreement, erosion of employment
conditions may compound the impact of immigration changes on
staffing levels. However, domestic law and policy could embed
working conditions inpractice: the termsof junior doctors’ contracts
in England include existing working time rules based on EU law,
although these protections have long been a target of Brexit
supporters.13 14

After the end of the transition period, what might still
attract EU doctors to work in the UK?
The UK continues to have a strong research record in life sciences.
However, this is threatened by Brexit, especially if there’s no
deal—with the UK losing access to European Reference Networks,
for example, and potential obstacles to collaboration on clinical
trials.15 Negotiations on the UK’s continuing inclusion in Horizon
Europe, one of the most ambitious research collaborations globally,
have reached an impasse.16

Since the 2016 EU referendum the reported levels of race related
hate crimeshave increased in theUK,17 18 andwhile themost recent
NHS staff survey revealed an increase in staff morale and patient
safety scores, almost 40 000 of respondents (7.2%) reported
experiencing discrimination from patients in the past year, an
increase from 5.8% in 2015.19 In a 2018 study, most EU doctors who
were interviewed reported that the referendum and its political
aftermath had given rise to feelings of uncertainty and of being
unwanted and undervalued.20

Persuading those doctors to stay will be contingent on building
confidence that future work conditions will not deteriorate—and
reassurance that they are wanted and valued.20
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