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The US Nursing Shortage: Opportunity to

Close the Gap

Bensson Samuel, MD, PhD, DBA, CHCQM, CPE' = Nicole Oliver, RN, BSN, MBA?

As frontline health care professionals,
registered nurses (RNs) play a critical role
in the provision of patient care and sup-
port, as well as administrative duties such
as recordkeeping and directing nursing
care systems. Moreover, they ensure that
hospitals and other health care facilities
are in the best position to achieve their
goals and missions. Although nursing is
the largest health care profession in the
United States, with approximately 3.8
million RNs practicing in 2020, the United
States currently faces a shortage of RNs.'
It is projected that by 2022, there will be
100,000 new RN job openings per year—
more than any other profession.?

With the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic,
the growing aging population, and the in-
creasing prevalence of chronic diseases,
there is a strong need for more RNs now
and in the future.

Current Trends in Nursing

Overall, the current and future shortage
of RNs varies by state (Figure 1). The
shortage of nursing in relation to the
demand will only increase with time.® A
contributing factor to this shortage might

e I — L

Figure 1. Supply and Demand of RNs by 2030

Note: Light gray, demand; Dark gray, supply.

Source: Supply and demand projections of the nursing workforce: 2014-2030. U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,

Health Resources and Services Administration, Bureau of Health Workforce, and National Center for Health Workforce
Analysis. Published July 21, 2017. Accessed June 30, 2021. https://bhw.hrsa.gov/sites/default/files/bureau-health-workforce/

data-research/nchwa-hrsa-nursing-report.pdf

be the age of RNs in the United States
(Figure 2). The US Bureau of Labor
Statistics projects that more than 500,000
RNs will retire by 2022, leaving a short-
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age of 11 million RNs across the country.?
Although the number of RNs is anticipat-
ed to increase 15% by 2026, the increase
is not enough to close the gap.'

In an effort to encourage medical
students to join nursing programs,
federal and state agencies, as well as
universities, are offering incentives.*®
NursingCAS, an American Association
of Colleges of Nursing (AACN) strategy,
provides a centralized nationwide regis-
tration for nursing students. In addition,
financial incentives are being offered
in some states to increase RN program
registration.®

Another factor contributing to the
trend in nursing might be the salary
ranges, which vary by state, years of ser-
vice, roles and duties, qualifications, and
other factors (Table). Health care pro-
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Figure 2. Age Distribution of RNs in the United States
Source: Zhang X, Tai D, Pforsich H, Lin VW. United States registered nurse workforce report card and shortage forecast: a
revisit. Am J Med Qual. 2018;33(3):229-236. https://doi.org/101177/1062860617738328

fessionals are among the highest-paid
occupations in the United States, but
nurses do not rank as high as special-
ists.” The annual mean wage for RNs

is highest in California, Hawaii, Massa-
chusetts, Alaska, New Jersey, Maryland,
Rhode Island, and Washington (Figure
3).2 RNs in Central states, such as South
Dakota and Missouri, receive the lowest
annual mean wage.?

The COVID-19 pandemic has also
impacted the nursing profession over the
past year. The US health care system is
one of the hardest-hit industries by the
COVID-19 pandemic. Since the onset of
the pandemic in 2020, health care profes-
sionals have treated millions of patients
with COVID-19.° As frontline workers,
RNs have had complex and increased
responsibilities. Longer shifts, experienc-
ing patients’ suffering, and scarcity of
resources had a major impact on health
care professionals overall and the RN re-
tention rate specifically® Because of this,
work-related stress, burnout, depression,
low job satisfaction, and exposure to the
virus have increased, leading to a higher
turnover rate.”

Reasons RNs Leave and Proposed
Solutions

Low salaries coupled with factors such
as burnout, lack of work-life balance, and
dual roles as parents are the major rea-
sons why RNs leave their jobs. Currently,
the average RN turnover is estimated
to be 19.1%, which varies by region as
well as the nursing specialty The high
turnover rate reduces the quality of health
care services and limits hospitals’ oper-
ating abilities. Therefore, some solutions
have been proposed.

Salary

RNs are choosing other, better-paying
positions or roles over those that offer
lower salary, which may mean relocat-
ing out of their home state. (Figure 3).
The supply of nurses was not evenly
distributed, with the smaller hospitals
experiencing greater shortages explained
partially by the lower salaries.? Another
factor is better employment contracts
that offer higher hourly rates, including
contracts with travel nurse companies.
Many RNs are also returning to school to
obtain a nurse practitioner certification,
which offers better salary and often better
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benefits such as vacation time, retirement
match, and continued education assis-
tance. From 2019 to 2020, only 39,000
new nurse practitioners had graduated.”®
As a solution to this issue, institu-
tions can consider providing a retention
bonus. Research suggests that retention
bonuses help RNs feel that they are
valued by their employer, as well as boost
morale and foster loyalty* Although
the COVID-19 pandemic has caused
financial challenges for the health care
sector, organizations that have a culture
of providing merit bonuses such as end-
of-year, years-of-service, or employee-of-
the-month bonuses should consider still
doing so. Additionally, offering current
staff a recruitment bonus can help hire
more RNs, as well as improve current
staff engagement and satisfaction.

Burnout

Burnout contributes to more than 50%
of workforce turnover in all industries.”
In nursing, many factors contribute to
burnout, including managing complex
patients, administrative duties and re-
sponsibilities, treating and managing the
aging Baby Boomer generation as well as
the growing prevalence of chronic diseas-
es, and working long shifts™ with little
sleep. Many health care facilities across
the country are understaffed, which has
led to an increase in workload for other
health care providers.” As such, the
nurse-to-patient ratio is unbalanced.18

One solution to this issue is to con-
sider increasing the number of ancillary
staff, who can provide support to RNs."®
Utilizing certified nurse aids or care
technicians is key to supporting RNs
and allowing them the time to devote to
quality patient care, while maintaining the
basic needs of the institution.

Work-Life Balance

About 1in every 10 US adults spends
more than 40% of their time at work.15
RNs also struggle to balance work and
life, especially those who are parents. For
RNs with children, balancing homes-
chooling during the COVID-19 pandemic
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M $67.140 - $71.640
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Figure 3. Annual Mean Wage of RNs by State, May 2020

Note: Blank areas indicate data is not available.

Source: Occupational Employment and Wages, May 2020: 29-1141 Registered Nurses. U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. Updated
March 31, 2021, Accessed June 30, 2021. https://www.bls.gov/oes/current/oes291141.htm

with their nursing duties and responsibil-
ities has been a challenge because of the
long shifts mandated during the pandem-
ic. Lack of work-life balance results in
stress, which is an occupational hazard
that can escalate to mental and physical
issues.?°

To alleviate this stress, institutions
should consider implementing work-
life balance practices such as flexible
working hours, additional paid time
off, or leisure perks to promote social
time with friends and family. It offers an
environment away from the workplace to
mentally decompress.?' Institution leaders
can consider facilitating a self-activated
approach as well. Cultivating a training
program that focuses on avoiding burn-
out can be a starting point for addressing
RNs' needs and creating an effective
work-life balance.

Connecting with family is important
and can be a tool to mentally destress.
However, the COVID-19 pandemic had
caused closures of childcare and daycare
facilities, which was another challenge
faced by RNs who are parents. When par-
ents do not have childcare available, their
stress level increases and job productivity
decreases. For parents who are RNs,
this also leads to a higher occurrence of
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medical errors.?? To better integrate work-
life balance, institutions should consider
offering daycare services so that working
parents know their children are safe.®

Conclusion

The shortage of RNs is detrimental to
the US health care industry as a whole.
Not only does the shortage affect produc-
tivity in the institution and patient care
and satisfaction, but it also increases the
burden on other health care providers
and contributes to burnout throughout
the industry. As a long-term solution for
the shortage crisis, stakeholders in the
nursing industry and individual institu-
tions should consider implementing RN
retention strategies.
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