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Bottleneck Vacancies in Iceland

Health care, construction, ICT and tourism
affected

There are bottlenecks in a number of sectors, with
health care, construction, ICT and tourism being the
most prominent ones. Bottlenecks have been identi-
fied over a range of occupations, ranging from medi-
cal practitioners and IT specialists to skilled manual
workers to food service counter attendants.

Iceland is distinctive due to its high rates of employ-
ment for both men and women, coupled with low lev-
els of unemployment. The years leading up to the
economic crisis were characterised by a tight labour
market and mass importation of labour. Following the
collapse of the Icelandic banks in autumn 2008 unem-
ployment rates rose steeply, the annual rate peaking
at 7.6% in 2010. The effect of the recession on bottle-
necks has been mixed: some bottlenecks have ap-
peared, others have vanished (e.g. evidence suggests
that recruitment difficulties have lessened for qualified
primary school teachers). The most of the bottlenecks
identified are now to be considered persistent.

Skill shortages, work conditions and locati-
on

Lack of people with necessary skills is the most fre-
quently cited reason for recruitment difficulties to
these occupations. The range of skills required is con-
siderable and varies between sectors and occupations,
as do the reasons for skill shortages. In some instanc-
es there is an abundance of labour with general skills
but lacking skills specific to a sector (such as manag-
ers and marketing professionals in ICT), in other cas-
es outmigration has depleted the pool of workers (e.g.
skilled manual workers and health care). There are
also examples of recruitment difficulties that are evi-
dent already in people’s educational choices (skilled
manual workers, preschool teachers).

Lack of concerted response

There was a broad consensus among interviewees
that there was very little in the way of concerted re-
sponse to bottlenecks, neither by national or munici-
pal governments nor at the sectoral/occupational lev-
el. Many interviewees expressed concern that there
was too much emphasis on academic education and
too little on vocational training. This was corroborated
by the Confederation of Icelandic Employers’ Educa-
tion Survey, which indicated that the demand for the
latter will be considerably greater in the foreseeable
future than for the latter.

m Scarce. See page 5 for more
information.

Iceland 2013
Population: 0.32m
Workforce: 0.18m

Unemployment: 6.0%

TOP 20 Bottleneck Vacancies in Iceland 2013

Occupation (ISCO-08)**

Development

since 2008
Advertising and marketing professionals N/A
Aquaculture [...] production managers N/A
Bus and tram drivers N/A
Chefs N/A
Concrete placers, finishers [...] N/A
Electrical equipment installers [...] N/A
Food service counter attendants N/A
General medical practicioners N/A
House builders N/A
Plumbers and pipe fitters N/A
Policy and planning managers N/A
Primary school teachers N/A
Sheet and structural metal workers N/A
Ship’s engineers N/A
Software developers N/A
Specialist medical practicioners N/A
Systems administrators N/A
Systems analysts N/A
Travel guides N/A
Waiters N/A

*Note: a ranking of the occupations was not pos-

sible (see page 5)
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**Where an occupation has been identified on a

more specific level than ISCO 4 digit, this is used.
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Top 20 Bottleneck Vacancies

It should be stressed that there exists no adequate quan-
titative data on bottleneck vacancies in Iceland, meaning
the bottlenecks have primarily been identified using quali-
tative data such as interviews and on the basis of availa-
ble information. Thus there is a considerable scope for
uncertainty.

Evidence suggests that there is now a growing shortage
of specialist medical practitioners coupled with long-term
shortage of general medical practitioners.

Skilled manual workers were in short supply prior to the
crisis and remain so in its wake. However, the underlying
reason has changed. Prior to the crisis the economic
boom, coupled with labour intensive construction projects
in eastern Iceland, lead to excess demand for this kind of
labour. The construction industry was hit hard by the
crisis, both by falling demand and by the devaluation of
the Icelandic currency. Many skilled manual workers re-
sponded to this new circumstance by moving to neigh-
bouring countries, especially prime age workers. There
are further difficulties in recruiting young workers in the
more sparsely populated areas on account of limited ac-

cess to the relevant education.

The devaluation of the Icelandic currency has, however,
contributed to the growth of the tourist industry with de-
mand for chefs, waiters, bus drivers and travel guides
growing faster than its supply. These bottlenecks mainly
occur outside the capital city region.

The ICT sector is another growth-sector. It is faced with
shortages of both ICT skills (e.g. systems analysts and
administrators) and marketing professionals and manag-
ers with sector specific know-how.

According to information from Reykjavik municipality’s
Department of Education and Youth, municipalities had
experienced difficulties in recruiting credentialed primary
school teachers in the years leading to the crisis, alt-
hough this bottleneck now seems to have disappeared.

It was not possible to rank the bottleneck occupations on the
basis of the data. Furthermore, Statistics Iceland has not
adapted ISCO-08, thus there is no accurate information on
the numbers employed in a given occupation (see p. 5).

Rank Bottleneck Vacancies ISCO-08 Skills level (ISCO-08) | Geographical aspects
- Advertising and marketing professionals HS Capital city region
- Aquaculture and fisheries production managers HS Rural areas
- Bus and tram drivers SM Capital city region
- Chefs HS Rural areas
- Concrete placers, finishers and related workers SM
- Electrical equipment installers and repairers SM Rural areas
- Food service counter attendants SNM
- General medical practicioners HS
- House builders SM
- Plumbers and pipe fitters SM
- Policy and planning managers HS Capital city region
- Primary school teachers HS
- Sheet and structural metal workers SM Rural areas
- Ship’s engineers HS
- Software developers HS Capital city region
- Specialist medical practicioners HS Capital city region
- Systems administrators HS Capital city region
- Systems analysts HS Capital city region
- Travel guides SNM Rural areas
- Waiters SNM Rural areas
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Elem:Elementary, SNM: Skilled non manual, SM: Skilled manual, HS= High skilled
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Main sectors with Bottleneck Vacancies

Sectors Bottleneck vacancies Recruitment difficulties are found in a number

Health care General and specialist medical practi- | of sectors. There is a shortage of both general

tioners and specialist medical professionals in health

) . . care. There is also a shortage of skilled manu-
Construction Concrete placers, electrical equipment

al workers of various kinds. In tourism there
is a range of jobs that have proven difficult to
fill, such as bus drivers and travel guides. The

installers, plumbers and pipe fitters,
sheet and structural metal workers.

Tourism Bus drivers, chefs, travel guides and ICT sector lacks both people with relevant ICT
waiters skills, such as system administrators and ana-

IcT Marketing professionals, software lysts, and managers and margeting professio-
developers, systems analysts nals with sector specific skills.

Bottleneck problems in health care

The health care sector has faced considerable cuts after the onset of the economic crisis. This has lead to in-
creased workloads and may affect professional development in the long run as a higher proportion of the wor-
king hours of medical professionals is spent on basic and administrative activities. As health care professionals
are a fairly mobile workforce, low salaries, coupled with a fall in purchasing power, have undermined the com-
petitiveness of the Icelandic health care sector relative to those in some neighbouring countries. A recent sur-
vey of students at the University of Iceland School of Health Sciences revealed that medical students are
unenthusiastic about taking up employment in Landspitali University Hospital, the single largest employer in
the health care sector. Instead they are looking to develop their careers abroad. This suggests that bottlenecks
may be a growing and a long-term problem for the health care sector.

Main reasons for Bottleneck Vacancies
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Initiatives to cope with Bottleneck
Vacancies

Initiatives to cope with bottlenecks seem to be implemented in a piecemeal fashion, most often by
specific employers rather than at a more aggregate level. Thus, some employers try to attract people
with higher wages or by improving rewards extrinsic to the jobs in question. Some have established
links with educational institutions to try and address specific shortages.

On the whole, however, there seems to be a broad consensus that concerted and coordinated efforts
are needed to address bottlenecks resulting from skill shortages and that neither government nor in-
dustry level actors are doing enough to address the issue.

Satisficing

Skills Strategies

There is one instance of a company in the ICT
sector working directly with a University to
provide courses for students to endow them with
management and marketing skills specific to the
ICT sector. This is a three year initiative that
started in spring 2013. Among other things the
employees of the company in question participate
in teaching, sharing their experience and
expertise.

In some of the interviews it emerged that some
employers resort to lowering their skill require-
ments when they could attract employees with
the right skill-set or sufficient skill-levels. Inter-
viewees talked of “making do”.

Recruitment from

Early childhood edu-

abroad

Companies in both construction and ICT recruit
skilled workers from other countries, specifically
poorer EU Member States and from outside the
EU.

cation institutions

Kindergartens are constraint in the wages they
can offer. Instead they emphasise intrinsic re-
wards and skill development. Examples of skill
development include allowing employees to at-
tend relevant courses during work-hours, encour-
aging unskilled workers to pursue kindergarten
teacher qualifications, and travel abroad to visit
kindergartens deemed to be particularly innova-
tive.
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Main sources used to identify Bottleneck
Vacancies in Iceland

Bottleneck occupations were identified on the basis of
qualitative data collected from various sources, including:

° The Directorate of Labour, The Directorate of
Health, Reykjavik Municipality Office of Human
Resources, as well as department specific HR offic-
es, The Confederation of Icelandic Employers, The
Icelandic Tourist Industry Association, the Federa-
tion of Icelandic Fish Processing Plants and the
Federation of Icelandic Industries.

This information was cross-checked against survey data
that gives a very broad view of the demands for educa-
tion in the Icelandic labour market:

° Capacent Annual Employer’s Survey 2013;

° The Confederation of Icelandic Employer’s Educa-
tion Survey 2013.

In addition a survey of students from the University of
Iceland School of Health Sciences was used.

Data from the above surveys is very limited and does not
allow bottlenecks to be ranked, nor is it possible to deter-
mine changes over time with any accuracy. However,
identification of the bottleneck was possible because of a
general consistency among the sources.

As the scope for uncertainty is considerable, the selection
should be seen as preliminary and indicative, pending
further research and the collection of adequate data on
skill shortages and bottlenecks.

Sources

Capacent, Annual Employers’ Survey 2013 (Fyrirtaekjakbnnun Capacent 2013), 2013. (Not publically availa-
ble )

The Confederation of Icelandic Employers, Education Survey 2013 (SAMTOK ATVINNULIFSINS, Samték ver-
slunar og pjénustu, Menntakénnun, Febriar 2013), 2013. (Not publically available — For some figures: http://
www.svth.is/images/stories/sv_heild_2013.pdf)

University of Iceland School of Health Science, Survey of students, 2013. (Not publically available)

Qualitative data from interviews and inquiries with the Directorates of Labour, employer’s associations, and key
public sectors agencies at both the national and the municipal level.

Fourteen interview conducted with key stakeholders and experts.
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