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Workforce sustainability is a healthcare issue, not just an HR problem
Kevin Aron, Principal Officer at Medshield Medical Scheme

Across industries, organisations are under growing strain. Burnout is rising, teams are stretched, and experienced professionals are leaving faster than they can be replaced. What is often framed as a human resources challenge is, in reality, a direct threat to performance and long-term stability.

In healthcare, that threat is immediate and systemic. The sector depends entirely on people to function. Workforce sustainability is not a secondary concern. It is a core determinant of how effectively the healthcare system operates.

The scale of the challenge is global. The World Health Organisation estimates a shortfall of around 11 million health workers by 2030, with the sharpest impact expected in low- and middle-income countries. South Africa is already feeling the pressure, managing a high burden of disease alongside constrained resources and uneven access to care.

When experienced healthcare professionals leave, the loss goes beyond headcount. Institutional knowledge disappears. Continuity is disrupted. The quality and consistency of care are harder to maintain.

Burnout is a systems failure, not an individual one

Burnout is often treated as a personal issue. In practice, it reflects how systems are designed and managed. When healthcare workers are overwhelmed, unsupported, or stretched too thin, burnout becomes inevitable. Its impact is measurable. Studies show a clear link between burnout and reduced patient safety, lower quality of care, and declining patient satisfaction. These are not abstract concerns. Research published in JAMA Network Open found that burnout among healthcare workers is associated with “decreased patient safety, reduced quality of care and lower patient satisfaction”. These outcomes directly affect system performance.

Burnout also drives attrition. Healthcare workers experiencing sustained pressure are significantly more likely to leave their employment or in fact the industry, which in turn increases workloads for those who remain. The cycle reinforces itself. For medical schemes, these pressures show up in very real ways. Healthcare provider capacity tightens. Care coordination becomes more complex. Member experience deteriorates. Workforce strain does not stay contained. It moves through the entire healthcare value chain.

Recruitment alone will not solve the problem

The instinctive response to staffing shortages is to recruit new healthcare workers. That matters, but it does not address the root of the issue. Retention is the harder and more important challenge. People rarely leave suddenly. They disengage over time as workload increases, support declines, and growth opportunities narrow. By the time they exit, organisations have already absorbed the cost through lower productivity and weakened team cohesion.

Poor working conditions, including high workload, low pay, stressful work environments and lack of protective measures, are key contributors to declining mental health and workforce exits. These are not external pull factors, but internal system pressures. 

In healthcare, the consequences are amplified. High turnover affects member servicing, claims processing, provider relationships, and continuity of care. It introduces friction into systems that depend on consistency and trust.

Workforce stability and affordability are linked

Workforce instability carries both direct and indirect costs. Recruitment, onboarding, and training are expensive. At the same time, inefficiencies, delays, and fragmented care increase overall system costs.

The opposite is also true. Supportive work environments, effective leadership, and clear development pathways are linked to lower burnout and stronger retention. For medical schemes operating on a pooled-risk model, this matters. Stability supports efficiency. Efficiency supports affordability. The connection is direct.

What needs to change

There is no single intervention that will resolve workforce sustainability challenges, but the direction is clear. The response must be deliberate and sustained.

· Workloads need to be realistic and properly resourced.
· Leadership needs to prioritise transparency, accountability, and support.
· Professional development must be ongoing and visible.
· Employee well-being should be built into operating models, not treated as an add-on.

These are not short-term fixes. They require sustained commitment.

Protecting the people who sustain the system

South Africa’s healthcare system relies on a network of healthcare professionals across both public and private sectors. Their expertise keeps the system functioning under pressure. Protecting this workforce is not optional. It is central to sustainability. Burnout, understaffing, and high turnover are not temporary disruptions. They are structural risks. Left unaddressed, they will continue to erode capacity and performance.

In healthcare, the strength of the system is defined by the people who carry it. Supporting them is not just good practice. It is essential to the future of care.
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EDITORS NOTES

FURTHER MEDIA INFORMATION AND INTERVIEW REQUESTS

· Stone issues this release on behalf of the Medshield Medical Scheme.
· For media enquiries or interview requests, please contact Willem Eksteen, CEO of Stone or a media liaison member of the Stone team at media@stone.consulting / 011 447 0168
· Alternatively, contact Lilané Swanepoel at Medshield at 010 597 4982 / lilanes@medshield.co.za 

MORE INFORMATION ON THE 2026 MEDSHIELD BENEFIT OPTIONS AND CONTRIBUTIONS

Benefits and Contribution amendments are subject to CMS approval.

Please refer to the 2026 Product Page on the Medshield website at https://medshield.co.za/. 

You can review the benefit adjustments, and value adds and download the 2026 benefit guides by visiting https://medshield.co.za/2026-products/2026-benefit-options/ or by scanning the relevant QR code:
	Benefit package and descriptor
	QR code to view more detail

	
	

	PremiumPlus provides Corporate Executives and mature families and professionals with unlimited hospital cover in a hospital of their choice, with In-Hospital Medical Practitioner consultations and visits paid at 200% Medshield Private Tariff, and the freedom to manage daily healthcare expenses through a comprehensive Personal Savings Account and extended Above Threshold Cover.
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	MediBonus provides mature families and professionals with unlimited hospital cover in a hospital of their choice, with In-Hospital Medical Practitioner consultations and visits paid at 200% Medshield Private Tariff, and the independence to manage daily healthcare expenses through a substantial Day-to-Day Limit. 
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	MediSaver is perfect for independent individuals and young professionals thinking about expanding their families. MediSaver offers unlimited hospital cover in the Compact Hospital Network, with the freedom to manage daily healthcare expenses through a generous Personal Savings Account.
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	MediPlus provides middle to upper-income families with complete healthcare cover for major medical and daily healthcare needs. Unlimited hospital cover is provided through a choice of two hospital networks, Prime or the value-focused Compact Hospital Network. Daily healthcare expenses are covered through a generous Day-to-Day Limit. Benefits are identical in both categories, Prime and Compact, with care coordination and doctor referral mandated on MediPlus Compact. 
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	MediCore is ideal for healthy individuals looking for comprehensive hospital cover, with daily healthcare expenses self-managed. This option offers unlimited hospital cover in the Compact Hospital Network, with In-Hospital Medical Practitioner consultations and visits paid at Medshield Private Tariff 200%. Day-to-day healthcare expenses are self-funded.
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	MediValue is the ideal option for growing families. It offers affordable cover for major medical and daily healthcare needs. Unlimited hospital cover is provided through a choice of two hospital networks, Prime or the value-focused Compact Hospital Network. Daily healthcare expenses are covered through a sizeable Day-to-Day Limit. Benefits are identical on both options, MediValue Prime and MediValue Compact, with care coordination and doctor referral mandated on MediValue Compact.
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	MediPhila is ideal for families seeking first-time access to affordable private medical cover. As a MediPhila member, you have unlimited hospital cover treatment in the Compact Hospital Network, and Day-to-Day cover for your essential daily healthcare needs.
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	MediCurve If you are young and healthy, then MediCurve is the ideal first-time option for you! MediCurve provides unlimited hospital cover in the Compact  Hospital Network combined with unlimited virtual General Practitioner consultations and essential optical and dental cover through network providers.
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MORE ABOUT MEDSHIELD MEDICAL SCHEME

· You never know when you or your family member/s may require medical care or treatment, and most importantly, whether you will have funds available to cover the costs. Medshield is a healthcare fund where all members contribute to the fund every month to cater for medical coverage should the need arise. Medshield is a healthcare fund where all members contribute towards the fund monthly to cater for medical cover should the need arise. 
· Medshield has been in operation since 1968, making us one of the most experienced, knowledgeable, and reliable medical schemes in South Africa. Our extensive experience in the healthcare sector guides our understanding of our members' needs. Our excellent cover and benefits and the best quality systems and services have resulted in our exceptional size and strength. 
· Each of our options offers affordably priced benefits. We continuously review and improve the range of benefits in each option to bring you what you need.  
· We partner with our stakeholders to enable access to sustainable and affordable quality healthcare through innovative products and benefits.
· Our impeccable reputation of prompt payments to hospitals, doctors, pharmacies and other medical caregivers guarantees approval from service providers when you present your Medshield membership card. 
· Our extensive partner networks place us in the perfect position to offer exceptionally competitive rates to our members. 
· Medshield is well-represented throughout all nine provinces and provides seamless access to service providers in your area. Our geographical spread provides convenience if it becomes necessary for you to have a personal discussion with one of our experienced consultants. We also have a streamlined online claim submission system and immediate contact centre assistance, making it easier to manage your membership and claims from the convenience of your home or office. 
· Another distinguishing factor is our extensive range of additional benefits and services. These benefits and services have been designed to give members additional support when needed, for instance, in an emergency or when suffering from a chronic or life-threatening condition. 
· Compared with other medical schemes, our trustworthiness, impeccable history, and exceptional service guarantee that we come out tops! 
· As the interface between the Scheme and our members, Medshield staff are the backbone of our customer service delivery. The successful delivery of service depends entirely on the calibre of our people.
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