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ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION: Healthcare professionals’ high turnover in our country is an especially topical issue 

within modern conditions. The reasons behind this ongoing process are largely due to nurses’ emigration. 

Thus, the main task of healthcare managers is to focus their efforts on identifying the factors affecting the 

attitude of nurses to emigrate abroad. 

MATERIALS AND METHODS: For the purpose of an empirical sociological study, in February – April 

2014 a direct individual anonymous survey on health professionals’ motivation to emigrate abroad was con-

ducted. The opinions of 413 nurses from a university and hospitals for active treatment in Northeastern Bul-

garia were included in the survey. A total of 11 types of departments and clinics, characterized by high in-

tensity workflow, were studied.

DELIVERABLES: The results of this analysis indicate significant emigration potential among surveyed 

nurses. Those who are willing to leave the country are highly educated younger nurses, whose point of view 

is influenced by personal professional experience. The intention to practice the profession abroad is signif-

icantly motivated by various aspects of work satisfaction.

DISCUSSION: Similar to our results, a number of authors in their studies report data revealing the inten-

tion to work abroad of predominantly young professionals seeking higher payment and better perspectives 

for career development.

CONCLUSION: The results demonstrate significant emigration potential among the nurses participating 

in the survey. Among the individual factors, those which clearly affect the intention to emigrate are profes-

sional experience, age and level of educational degree. Work satisfaction compared to experience and age 

has stronger influence on nurses’ attitudes to seek alternative opportunities to work outside the country.
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INTRODUCTION

Bulgaria, like most countries in the world, is 
in a critical period in terms of availability of nurs-
es. Multiple years of democratic changes, accompa-
nied by economic problems and increasing territorial 
disproportions in the economic environment result-
ed in shortage of human resources in specific pro-
fessional areas. Many authors suggest that the causes 
that have led to this negative process are rooted in 
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the inadequately implemented Health Reform that 
has resulted in health care professionals’ mass layoffs 
and emigration (1-7).

Cross-border migration processes are directed 
to countries with stable economic development, bet-
ter organized healthcare systems and working con-
ditions. Despite the changes in today’s Bulgarian 
healthcare and education, health professionals are 
still facing problems and challenges. 

The majority of researchers in this field agree 
that the main reasons for the emigration of health 
professionals are higher wages, better living and 
working conditions, career opportunities as well as 
high prestige of the profession, autonomy and social 
recognition to be found abroad (6,8,9). According to 
N. Veleva (3,6), the main reasons for emigration are 
better living and working conditions in the country 
of emigration. The motivation to acquire more ex-
perience, as well as emigration to raise qualification 
should not be underestimated as well. As a result, 
those who remain or return to work in medical es-
tablishments are retirement-aged nurses (3,8).

Many authors concluded that work satisfac-
tion is a powerful factor influencing the decision to 
change. It is no accident that it is also seen as both a 
factor and a result of a variety of variables at an in-
dividual, organizational and positional level (10-13). 
But since not all needs are equally important to em-
ployees, it is not obligatory dissatisfaction with var-
ious aspects of employment situation always and in 
all cases to result in an intention for a change.

The OBJECTIVE of this paper is to identify the 
factors that have the greatest impact on nurses’ work 
satisfaction provoking attitudes to emigrate abroad.

MATERIALS AND METHODS 

For the purpose of the empirical sociological 
study, in February – April 2014 a direct individual 
anonymous questionnaire on health professionals’ 
motivation to emigrate abroad was held. The opin-
ion of 413 nurses from university and district gen-
eral hospitals for active treatment in Northeastern 
Bulgaria was surveyed. A total of 11 types of wards 
and clinics, characterized by high intensity work-
flow, were studied. Data were processed statistical-
ly with SPSS v.20.0 statistical software and includes 
variation, comparative, correlation and multiple re-
gression analyses.

RESULTS  

The objective of analysis in this study are indi-
vidual characteristics and different aspects of work 
environment affecting the intention to emigrate 
abroad. The questionnaire included 25 questions di-
vided into seven sections - demographics, turnover, 
satisfaction, organizational capabilities, role conflict 
and degree of clarity, workload and stress.

The results of the study provide clear evidence 
that every second nurse (49.60%) has the attitude to 
emigrate abroad. If the answer “rather yes” (16.70%) 
is added to this result, the percentage of prospective 
immigrants increases significantly (Fig. 1).

The attitudes of nurses to work abroad are also 
influenced by age. Younger nurses (mean age = 41.2 
years) are more determined to take this step com-
pared to their older colleagues (mean age = 48.4) who 
would rather stay and work in the country (F=8.52, 
р<0.001) (Fig. 2).

Educational level influences the desire to prac-
tice the profession abroad. Nurses who have acquired 
the degree of Master indicate greatest willingness to 

Fig. 1. Attitude to emigrate abroad

Fig. 2. Distribution by average age
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leave the country (61.20%) (χ2=33.34; р<0.05). Also, 
data reveal that the higher the acquired degree, the 
greater is the desire to work abroad (Fig. 3).

The survey data show that job satisfaction of 
the supervisor (χ2=26.61; p>0.05) and relationships 
with colleagues are not decisive for the emigration of 
health care professionals (χ2=17.98; p>0.05).

As for the satisfaction with the organization of 
work, results reveal a significant difference in the at-
titudes of nurses to practice their profession abroad 
(χ2=31.61; p<0.01). Almost half of the nurses who are 
satisfied with the organization of work, would re-
main to work in Bulgaria (48.60%), and 34.60% of 
those who are not satisfied declare their intention to 
leave the country (Fig. 4).

Analysis of the results related to wages shows 
a difference of opinion among nurses (χ2=30.19; 
p<0.05). A significant proportion of nurses who de-
clare their intention to practice abroad, express high 
dissatisfaction with their wages (42.0%). Meanwhile, 
12.7% of the nurses who have expressed their explic-
it desire to leave the country are satisfied with the re-
muneration they receive. On the other hand, 24.30% 
of the nurses who express a high dissatisfaction with 
wages would not leave the country (Fig. 5). 

Survey results demonstrate that satisfaction 
with development opportunities is a factor that af-
fects nurses’ attitude towards emigration to varying 
degrees (χ2=32.43; р<0.01). Dissatisfaction with de-
velopment opportunities provokes higher percentage 
of nurses to seek work abroad (46.40%) (Fig. 6). 

Availability of medical equipment in the sur-
veyed sectors suggests it to be full and changed and 
renewed in a timely manner given its intensive use. 
Nurses who hesitate to work abroad are mostly dis-
satisfied with the conditions of work: respectively 
47.90% are nurses who answer rather not and 43.40% 
for nurses who answer rather yes. However, we can 
notice significant difference in the desire to emigrate 
(χ2=46.00; p<0.001). Poor working conditions, insuf-
ficient provision of equipment and supplies generate 
desire to work in better working conditions outside 
the country in 37.50% of dissatisfied nurses. On the 
other hand, satisfaction with good equipment and 
supply provision is the reason 43.20% of the nurses 
surveyed to share their desire to work in the coun-
try (Fig. 7).

Results from the multiple regression step anal-
ysis show that of all factors examined, the lead-
ing predictor having the greatest impact on the de-
sire to practice the profession abroad is work experi-

Fig. 3. Distribution by education and desire to work 
abroad 

Fig. 4. Relationship and influence between satisfaction 
with the organization of work and the attitudes to prac-

tice abroad 

Fig. 5. Relationship and influence between satisfaction 
with wages and attitudes to practice the profession abroad 

Fig. 6. Relationship and influence between satisfaction 
with progress opportunities and the attitudes to practice 

the profession abroad 
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ence (β=0.269; p<0.000), followed by the opportuni-
ty for progress and development (β=0.157; p<0.001) 
educational level (β=0.126; p<0.01) and age (β=0.106; 
p<0.01). 

DISCUSSION

The studies conducted in recent years relating 
to healthcare professionals’ attitude to emigrate from 
the country confirm our results (3,6,12). In support 
of these results we present data of the Bulgarian As-
sociation of Healthcare Professionals according to 
which over the past 20 years almost 50% of nurses 
have left the country or the profession.

Similar to our results, the study of Hr. Hristova 
(12) demonstrated significant emigration potential 
among nurses (68.50%), as well as that there is high-
er emigration propensity among nurses at young-
er age and with higher education (12). Higher edu-
cation is associated with better alternatives at the la-
bor market and on the other hand increases individ-
ual expectations. 

In her studies N. Veleva also produced evidence 
indicating that those who are willing to work abroad 
are mostly young professionals seeking higher wag-
es and career opportunities which results in a distor-
tion of the demographic composition of nurses in the 
country (3,8).

These results are not a surprise to us; young 
nurses have higher expectations related to profes-
sional development and improvement of profession-
al qualification as well as opportunities for better re-
alization. On the other hand, this may be due to the 
fact that older nurses approach retirement or experi-
ence greater work satisfaction and are committed to 
the institution. 

Professional satisfaction is influenced by mul-
tiple factors related to personal characteristics and 
work environment. The analysis of various aspects 

of work environment shows varying degree of influ-
ence on the intention to practice abroad.

There is no doubt that dignified and adequate 
remuneration of the work done is one of the impor-
tant motivating factors for employing and retaining 
good professionals. Health professionals’ decision to 
emigrate abroad is largely linked with better wages in 
the countries of emigration, but remuneration is not 
the leading factor for all nurses. The difference lies in 
the fact that despite their dissatisfaction, a relatively 
vast majority of them state their desire to remain in 
the country. It turns out that the decision to emigrate 
abroad is influenced by other factors as well.

Under the conditions of urgency, nurses are re-
quired to be resourceful, with quick reactions and to 
take responsibility in the implementation of work. 
Good organization of work by managers is an in-
vestment in staff retention. However, a relatively 
large proportion of respondents are dissatisfied with 
the organization, equipment and supply provision, 
which largely supports the decision to practice the 
profession abroad.

Reasons for emigration are not always due to 
economic reasons; professional development is also 
important for the individual. Opportunities for pro-
fessional development and growth are perceived as 
a factor which increases satisfaction due to the posi-
tive changes that may occur for the employee, such as 
occupying a higher position within the organization.

CONCLUSION

The survey results suggest that emigration po-
tential is significant among the nurses surveyed. 
From the individual factors, those which affect the 
intention to emigrate are professional experience, 
age and level of educational degree. Work satisfac-
tion has a major influence on nurses’ attitudes to 
seek other alternative opportunities to work outside 
the country.
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