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Background: The Federal Ministry of Health (FMOH) in Nigeria is striving to scale up HIV/AIDS treatment and prevention services and to improve national health outcomes. Scarce information on the availability, distribution, and future need of human resources for health (HRH) has been a barrier to effective HRH planning. 

Methods: A nationally representative survey conducted in 290 public sector health facilities in Nigeria resulted in data on HRH availability and attrition rates, and health services provision. Findings from the survey were used to estimate the size, skills mix, distribution, and growth rate of HRH in the entire public health sector. 

Results: There are great disparities in health status and access to HIV/AIDS services among different population groups in Nigeria. Unlike most of Sub-Saharan Africa, rural areas in Nigeria have a higher HIV/AIDS prevalence than urban areas. While Nigeria has one of the largest stocks of HRH in Africa, the HRH assessment revealed a critical maldistribution of health workers. Urban residents have access to nearly 3 times more doctors and 2 times more nurse/midwives than do rural residents. A similar disparity is seen for pharmacy and lab staff. HRH attrition rates are generally higher in rural than in urban areas. The study further shows that despite the large stocks of human resources for health in Nigeria, there exists a wide gap across all categories of staff needed to meet important health targets such as the MDGs.

Conclusions: Based on the evidence from the current assessment, the Federal MOH in collaboration with state and local health authorities should explore strategies to encourage health professionals and new graduates to accept and remain in rural postings for the long term. Governments and donors should invest in, and thereby increase the capacity of, higher institutions of learning to produce larger numbers of high quality graduates.

