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FROM SKILLS GAPS TO STRATEGY: 
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Summary: Europe’s health and care systems face workforce shortages 
and skills mismatches driven by digitalisation, the green transition 
and changing models of care. Fragmented and short-term training 
responses have proven insufficient to address these system-level 
challenges. The BeWell Skills Strategy offers a structured approach 
to supporting digital and green upskilling and reskilling of the health 
and care workforce. This article outlines the methodology behind 
the strategy, its preliminary content, and the enabling conditions 
for implementation. By situating skills development within a broader 
governance and implementation framework, it underscores the need 
to treat workforce skills as a core component of health system 
transformation.
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Introduction: why a skills strategy 
is needed now

Europe’s health and care systems are 
undergoing profound and sustained 
transformation, driven by demographic 
change, technological innovation, 
environmental pressures and evolving 
models of care delivery. These dynamics 
are reshaping not only how services are 
organised, but also the skills required 
across the health and care workforce 
(HCWF). Yet, responses to addressing 
workforce skills needs remain largely 
fragmented, short-term and occupation-
specific, often failing to reflect the 
systemic nature of these changes.

Workforce shortages and skills 
mismatches have increasingly become 
structural features of health and care 

systems rather than temporary disruptions. 
Digitalisation and the green transition are 
advancing unevenly across settings, while 
education and training systems struggle 
to keep pace with emerging roles, new 
technologies and cross-sectoral ways of 
working. At the same time, pressures 
on working conditions, workloads and 
retention issues limit the capacity of 
professionals to engage in continuous 
learning, further exacerbating existing 
gaps. 1 

In this context, skills development 
cannot be addressed solely through 
isolated training initiatives or stand-
alone curricula updates. A coherent 
skills strategy is needed that provides 
shared direction, aligns actors across 
education, employment and health sectors, 
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and creates the conditions for sustained 
upskilling and reskilling over time. Such a 
strategy must go beyond identifying skills 
gaps and instead support the development 
of skills ecosystems for health that are 
adaptive, inclusive and responsive to 
system-level needs.

At the same time, skills cannot be 
treated as an individual responsibility or 
secondary consideration to system reform. 
Skills must be understood as a form of 
infrastructure underpinning health system 
transformation. Investments in digital 
technologies, prevention strategies and 
redesigned care pathways will not deliver 
their intended impact unless they are 
systematically accompanied by funded, 
recognised and protected upskilling and 
reskilling pathways for the workforce 
expected to implement them.

As a response to this implementation gap, 
the BeWell Project has developed a Skills 
Strategy to support the digital and green 
upskilling and reskilling of the HCWF. 2  
Rather than proposing a definitive or static 
solution, it sets out a structured framework 
with defined objectives, priority 
skill domains and an explicit link to 
implementation, developed through an 
iterative process of partner input, public 
consultation and stakeholder validation. 
The aim of this strategy is to advocate 
for lifelong learning and continuing 
professional development as key elements 
for an informed and equipped HCWF, 
raise awareness about the advantages of 
the uptake of digital and green upskilling 
and reskilling, and call upon policymakers 
to integrate the HCWF’s needs into the 
design and implementation of policies 
at the local, regional, national, and 
European levels.

From skills gaps to a skills strategy: 
the BeWell approach

The BeWell Skills Strategy departs from 
traditional approaches to workforce 
development that focus primarily 
on identifying discrete skills gaps 
within specific occupations. Instead, it 
adopts a system-oriented perspective 
that recognises skills as dynamic and 
transversal and embedded within 
organisational and institutional contexts.

Within BeWell, skills are understood 
not only as technical or task-specific 
capabilities, but also as transversal 
competencies that enable professionals to 
operate effectively in complex, digitally 
enabled and environmentally constrained 
systems. Digital and green skills are 
treated as cross-cutting enablers that 
interact with clinical, managerial and 
organisational capabilities, rather than as 
standalone domains.

The Skills Strategy reflects the recognition 
that sustainable workforce transformation 
requires coordinated action across 
multiple actors and levels. The Strategy 
therefore seeks to align education and 
training providers, employers, professional 
bodies, regions and policymakers around 
shared priorities and implementation 
pathways. Forward-looking analysis of 
expected digital, green and organisational 
transformations, combined with co-
creation processes and continuous 
stakeholder engagement, was used to 
ensure that the Strategy responds to both 
current system pressures and anticipated 
future needs.

The Skills Strategy is also designed 
to function coherently alongside other 
BeWell outputs, including the digital 
and green skills competency matrices, 
the development and piloting of training 
courses (see article by Remuzzi and 
Ziegler), and the Skills Monitor (see 
article by van Schaaijk and Falkenbach). 
It provides an overarching framework that 
situates these instruments within a broader 
vision for workforce development and 
implementation.

Developing the Skills Strategy 
and enabling conditions for 
implementation

Skills strategies do not operate in a 
vacuum. Their relevance and impact 
depend not only on the content they 
propose, but also on the processes 
through which they are developed 
and the conditions that enable their 
implementation. The BeWell Skills 
Strategy was therefore developed through 
a staged and participatory approach, 
designed to progressively build ownership, 
legitimacy and feasibility.

As a first step, an extensive internal 
consultation was carried out among 
BeWell project partners. This process drew 
on the collective expertise of organisations 
active across health system governance, 
education and training, digital health, 
public health and regional development, 
as well as social partners and professional 
associations representing the HCWF. The 
outcome of this phase was the first version 
of the Skills Strategy, which articulated an 
initial set of strategic objectives, priority 
areas and implementation assumptions.

This initial version was subsequently 
refined through an Online Public 
Consultation, which gathered system-
wide perspectives from a broad range 
of stakeholders across countries and 
sectors. The consultation process 
extended over approximately two and 
a half years, with review points every 
six months, allowing for progressive 
validation and refinement of inputs. A 
total of 765 responses were collected 
across multiple target groups, including 
policymakers, health managers, educators, 
and health and care professionals. 
Patients, patient representatives and 
patient organisations were also consulted; 
while they represented a smaller share of 
respondents, their perspectives contributed 
to broadening the understanding of 
workforce-related implications for 
service delivery. The consultation 
aimed to capture insights into perceived 
skills needs, implementation barriers 
and enabling factors, and helped test 
the relevance of the proposed strategic 
directions beyond the project consortium. 
Targeted consultation workshops then 
enabled deeper discussion and validation 
of these findings, facilitating dialogue 
between stakeholders from health, 
education and policy domains.

The BeWell Skills Strategy: structure 
and preliminary content

The BeWell Skills Strategy, in its 
first version, is structured around 
a set of strategic objectives that 
together aim to support the digital and 
green transformation of the HCWF 
(see Figure 1). These objectives are not 
intended as isolated priorities, but as 
interrelated components of a coherent 
framework for action.
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At its core, the Strategy seeks to promote 
the systematic integration of digital 
and green skills across health and care 
professions, recognising their relevance for 
service delivery, management and system 
stewardship. Digital skills encompass 
areas such as data literacy, use of digital 
tools and technologies, and understanding 
of digital workflows, while green skills 
relate to sustainability, resource efficiency 
and environmentally responsible practices 
within health and care settings.

The Strategy also places emphasis on 
transversal skills that enable professionals 
to navigate complexity, collaborate 
across disciplines and adapt to change. 
These include skills related to leadership, 
communication, problem-solving and 
systems thinking, which are essential for 
effective implementation of digital and 
green innovations.

The Strategy adopts a life-course 
perspective on skills development, 
addressing initial education, continuing 
professional development and management 
and leadership roles. This reflects the 
recognition that skills needs evolve 
over time and that different levers are 
required at different stages of professional 
development.

The preliminary content of the Strategy 
also outlines a range of instruments and 
mechanisms to support implementation, 
including alignment with existing 
qualification frameworks, integration 
into curricula and training programmes, 
and the use of flexible learning pathways. 
The Strategy is designed to be applied 
and adapted across different contexts, 
with its further refinement contingent 
on implementation experience and the 
availability of additional evidence.

Implementation pathways across 
governance levels

The BeWell Skills Strategy recognises 
that implementation must occur across 
multiple governance levels and cannot 
be driven by a single actor or policy 
domain. Its approach therefore emphasises 
coordinated action at local and regional, 
national and European levels, supported 
by cross-sector collaboration and existing 
European cooperation mechanisms.

At local and regional levels, 
implementation is closely linked to 
service delivery contexts, labour market 
conditions and education ecosystems. 
Regions and local authorities adapt the 
Strategy to place-based needs, support 
pilot actions, foster partnerships between 
employers and education providers, 
and create enabling environments for 
workforce participation in upskilling 
and reskilling. Regional skills strategies, 
local training initiatives and service-level 
innovation projects are key entry points for 
operationalisation.

At the national level, implementation 
depends on alignment with workforce 
planning, education and training policies, 
qualification frameworks and professional 
regulation. National authorities integrate 
digital and green skills priorities into 
curricula, accreditation standards and 
continuing professional development, 
and link skills development to career 
progression and workforce retention. 
They also shape funding, incentives and 
governance arrangements that enable 
sustained learning.

At the European level, the Strategy aligns 
with cooperation frameworks supporting 
large-scale skills development, notably 
the Pact for Skills and the Large-Scale 
Partnership for the health ecosystem. 
Through these mechanisms, stakeholders 
are encouraged to prioritise upskilling and 
reskilling, engage communities and the 
workforce in co-creation, and mobilise 
financing through public and European 
funding. The Strategy thus functions as a 
reference framework for joint actions and 
collective commitments, while remaining 
adaptable to national and regional 
contexts.

Across all levels, implementation actions 
include institutional commitment to 
workforce upskilling and reskilling, 
engagement of professionals and their 
representative organisations, securing 
sustainable financing, and adapting 
approaches to institutional and labour 
market specificities. These pathways 
depend on enabling conditions identified 
and validated through the strategy’s 
development process, which highlight 
the interdependencies between skills 

Figure 1: Objectives of the BeWell Skills Strategy

OBJECTIVE 1

OBJECTIVE 3

OBJECTIVE 5

OBJECTIVE 2

OBJECTIVE 4

OBJECTIVE 6

enhance and promote the health and care workforce’s
green literacy and green competences

promote the physical and mental health and well-being
of the health and care workforce

assess the health and care workforce’s skills
mismatches and advance the transfer of knowledge

strengthen the promotion of soft skills within the health
and care sector

advance training and curricula opportunities targeting
continuing professional development and life-long learning

enhance and promote adequate levels of digital literacy
and digital competences for the health and care workforce

Source:  2 
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Table 1: Key enabling conditions for implementing digital and green upskilling and reskilling of the HCWF 

ENABLING CONDITION KEY ACTORS POLICY AND SYSTEM LEVERS 

Governance and cross-sector 
coordination

National and regional health authorities; 
education and training authorities; 
labour and employment ministries; social 
partners; professional associations

Cross-sector governance mechanisms; inter-ministerial coordination 
structures; joint strategies linking health, education and employment 
policies; formal roles for social partners and professional bodies in 
workforce planning, curriculum design and revision, professional standards 
development, and governance of skills funding and implementation

Shared skills intelligence 
and data

Public authorities; workforce 
planning bodies; education providers; 
employers; research organisations

Workforce and skills observatories; shared frameworks for describing and 
comparing workforce skills across sectors and countries; data sharing 
mechanisms between health, education and labour authorities and workforce 
planning bodies, including cross-regional and, where relevant, cross-country 
exchange; integration of skills data into workforce planning and policy monitoring

Adaptability of education 
and training systems

Universities and vocational education 
providers; accreditation and qualification 
bodies; professional regulators

Flexible curricula; modular learning pathways; recognition of prior 
learning; faster update cycles for qualifications and training standards

Institutional support and 
incentives

Employers; health system managers; 
public authorities; payers

Protected learning time; financial incentives for upskilling; links 
between skills development and career progression; organisational 
policies supporting continuous professional development

Sustainable funding 
mechanisms

EU institutions; national and regional 
authorities; funding agencies; employers

Dedicated funding streams for workforce upskilling; alignment of EU and  
national funding programmes; inclusion of skills costs in 
digitalisation and service reform investments

Engagement of regions and 
local ecosystems

Regional authorities; local employers; 
education providers; social partners

Regional skills strategies tied to national skills strategies; place-
based partnerships; pilot programmes adapted to local labour market 
needs; mechanisms for scaling successful regional approaches

Active involvement of 
professionals and social 
partners

Health and care professionals; trade 
unions; employer organisations; 
professional associations

Co-creation processes; structured consultation mechanisms; 
collective agreements recognising skills development; professional 
standards that integrate digital and green skills

Source: Authors’ own 

Box 1: Developing the BeWell Theory of Change 
through co-creation 

A Theory of Change framework maps the actions and 
outcomes leading to a desired impact; in BeWell, it clarifies how 
change can support the upskilling and reskilling of the HCWF, 
and the conditions required to do so. (see Figure 2)

Over a 1.5-year co-creative process led by EuroHealthNet, 
the framework’s components were discussed and refined 
through consortium-wide surveys, workshops, focus groups 
and bilateral consultations, and subsequently validated with 
members of the Pact for Skills Large-Scale Partnership. 
This process enabled stakeholders to collectively articulate 
the change BeWell seeks to achieve, challenge underlying 
assumptions, identify potential risks, and align outcomes within 
the evolving contexts health and care systems operate in.

The Theory of Change was developed in close interaction 
with the design and ongoing refinement of the BeWell Skills 
Strategy, while remaining sufficiently flexible to integrate 
feedback from the Strategy’s consultation process. This 
iterative approach was particularly essential to refining the 
role key stakeholders across the health and care system have 
in enacting change, and to reinforcing the principle that the 
HCWF should be engaged as active partners in upskilling and 
reskilling efforts for the digital and green transition, rather than 
as passive recipients. 
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development, organisational capacity 
and policy frameworks, and the need for 
a coordinated implementation approach 
(see Table 1).

From a theory of change to 
implementation over time

To support implementation, the BeWell 
Skills Strategy is embedded within a 
theory of change that articulates how 
project activities are expected to contribute 
to outcomes over time (see Box 1). Rather 
than serving as an abstract conceptual 
model, the theory of change functions as 
a practical implementation framework, 
clarifying sequencing, roles and 
dependencies across actors and levels.

Within this framework, BeWell activities 
are linked to short-, medium- and long-
term outcomes (see Figure 2), while 
explicitly recognising the external 
conditions on which progress depends. 
The theory of change makes visible both 
what the project can directly influence 
and what lies beyond its immediate scope, 
such as political commitment, workforce 
planning capacity and working conditions.

The expected BeWell outcomes include:

•	 Short term (BeWell project timeframe): 
Build shared understanding across 
the health and care ecosystem by 
clarifying digital and green skills needs, 
establishing a common language, 
promoting lifelong learning, embedding 
transversal skills in curricula, and 
piloting tools and frameworks.

•	 Medium term: Use this shared 
alignment to support integration of 
digital and green skills into education, 
training and policy frameworks, enabled 
by cross‑sector adaptation, stakeholder 
engagement and co‑creation with the 
workforce.

•	 Long term: Contribute to a more 
adaptable and resilient HCWF with 
stronger career pathways, better 
working conditions and improved 
wellbeing, situated within broader 
system transformation processes.

Implications for European workforce 
policy and practice

The BeWell Skills Strategy offers a 
number of insights for European workforce 

policy and practice. First, it highlights the 
importance of moving beyond fragmented 
skills initiatives towards coherent 
strategies that align actors and instruments 
across sectors and levels. Second, it 
underscores the need to embed skills 
development within broader governance 
and implementation frameworks, rather 
than treating it as a purely educational 
challenge.

For education and training providers, 
the Skills Strategy points to the value 
of adaptable curricula, flexible learning 
pathways and closer collaboration 
with employers and policymakers. 

For employers and workforce planners, 
it emphasises the role of organisational 
capacity, incentives and protected time for 
learning in enabling skills uptake.

Regions and large-scale partnerships 
emerge as key actors in translating 
skills strategies into practice, given their 
proximity to labour markets, education 
systems and service delivery contexts. 
The BeWell Skills Strategy can therefore 
serve as a reference framework for 
initiatives seeking to support workforce 
transformation beyond the project context.

Figure 2: A snapshot of the BeWell Theory of Change Framework 

BeWell Theory of Change: Pathways to a Skilled and Resilient Health and Care Workforce 

Contextual conditions 

Conditions that influence both the macro- and health system-level include: geopolitical, demographic, climate and 
technological change; workforce shortages, skills gaps and governance constraints. 

Mechanisms of change 

  •  Evidence-informed design and implementation 

  •  Integration of digital, green and core skills in educational curricula and training programmes 

  •  Flexible, work-embedded learning pathways 

  •  Cross-sector collaboration (across education – health – care – employment domains) 

Stakeholder-specific outcome pathways 

Policymakers
Health and care system 
managers and leaders 

Educators and training 
providers 

Health and care  
workforce 

Short-term outcomes 

Understanding of evolving 
digital, green and 
core-skills needs 

Capacity to identity, pilot 
and implement workforce 

well being and skills 
development measures 

Capacity, tools and 
partnerships to design 

flexible, workforce-
aligned learning pathways 

Professionals are engaged 
in structured 

opportunities to pursue 
lifelong learning and skills 

development 

Medium-term outcomes 

Enabling skills 
frameworks that integrate 

digital, green and core 
skills, aligned to 
workforce needs 

Organisational processes 
enabling wellbeing, 

work-embedded learning 
and social dialogue 

Flexible and responsive 
learning pathways (e.g. 

modular, micro-
credentials) 

Professionals are 
supported at 

organisational and 
structural level to apply 

digital, green and 
core skills in everyday 

practice 

Long-term outcomes 

Sustained political and 
financial commitment to 

internationally-accredited 
learning pathways 

Supportive working 
conditions and career 

structures for long-term 
skills development 

High-quality, accredited 
learning pathways are 

institutionalised across 
education and 

training systems 

Strengthened digital, 
green and core skills, 

facilitating 
interdisciplinary practice 

Impact 

A health and care workforce that is equipped with digital, green and core skills to protect and promote better 
societal health outcomes, and actively involved in the transformation of health and care systems 

Source:  2 
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Taken together, these implications point 
to the need for workforce skills to be 
systematically considered as part of health 
system planning and reform, rather than 
addressed through stand-alone or ad hoc 
initiatives.

Conclusion: the BeWell Skills Strategy 
as a foundation for implementation

The BeWell Skills Strategy represents 
a practical and iterative response to the 
skills challenges facing Europe’s HCWF. 
By focusing on methodology, preliminary 
content and implementation pathways, 
it provides a foundation for coordinated 
action rather than a prescriptive blueprint.

Its emphasis on enabling conditions, 
stakeholder engagement and phased 
implementation reflects the complexity 
of workforce transformation and the need 
for sustained institutional commitment. 
As such, the Skills Strategy offers a 
starting point for embedding digital 
and green skills within health and care 
systems, while remaining adaptable to 
evolving needs and contexts.
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growing burden of chronic diseases plus the incidences of 
trauma and conflict-related injuries in parts of the world, many 

health systems struggle with 
underfunded, understaffed 
and poorly integrated 
rehabilitation care. 
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a comprehensive analysis 
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in 14 countries in the WHO 
European Region and 
offers valuable insights into 
how it can be effectively 
organized, delivered and 
financed, with particular 
relevance for countries 
undergoing health system 

reforms, such as Ukraine. 
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