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The Expanding Role of Nurses  

Nursing is the largest single component of the hospital 

workforce.  Nothing has a greater impact on hospital 

culture and success than the quality of nursing 

leadership and the front line care providers.  From the 

Director of Nursing to the nursing assistants, nursing 

performance drives quality metrics, cost control efforts, 

and patient satisfaction. 

Nursing’s role is actually set to expand and more will be 

expected as we continue into the era of healthcare 

reform.  The Institute of Medicine’s recent report, The 

Future of Nursing:  Leading Change, Advancing Health 

concludes that nurses will play a central role in realizing 

the vision of the Affordable Care Act.  It points out, 

however, that the role must evolve and grow if nursing 

is going to meet the demand for care and advance 

improvements in our complex healthcare system. 

Staffing Shortage and Turnover 

Will we have enough nurses to realize this vision?  

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the 

Registered Nursing workforce is the top occupation 

in terms of job growth through 2020. The number of 

employed nurses will grow to 3.45 million, an 

increase of 712,000 or 26%.  The same report sees 

the need for 495,500 replacements in the nursing 

workforce bringing the total number of job opening 

for nurses due to growth and replacements to 1.2 

million by 2020. i  In October 2010, the Institute of 

Medicine called for increasing the number of 

baccalaureate-prepared nurses in the workforce to 

80% and doubling the population of nurses with 

doctoral degrees. ii  Some hospitals have an adequate 

candidate pool, but many still struggle to fill spots.  The 

data indicates that the shortage will worsen.  With this 

in mind, nursing turnover – losing the nurses you’ve 

worked so hard to recruit – compounds the problem. 

 According to the 2012/2013 U.S. Human Capital 

Effectiveness Report by PricewaterhouseCoopers 

Saratoga, first year turnover in the hospital sector is 

28.3% which is significantly higher than the rest of U.S. 

industries at 21.5%.   

More worrisome, first year turnover is increasing, with 

22.2% of new nurses leaving after their first year. 

Calculating the Cost of Turnover 

Controlling costs is a top priority for every hospital.  They 

tend to look first at short term cost initiatives including 

supply chain and staffing cuts because these show up as 

obvious savings on a budget line.  Changes to payment 

methodologies have placed a new emphasis on savings 

related to quality of care opportunities such as reducing 

complications.  The cost of turnover is occasionally 

discussed but because it is less concrete, it rarely gets the 

attention it deserves.  The potential savings are real and 

they are substantial.  The PwC report estimates the cost of 

turnover as 1.5 times the base salary for exempt 

employees.  This is consistent with human resources 

industry standards and some estimate it at twice the base 

salary.  The average hospital is estimated to lose about 

$300,000 per year for each percentage increase in annual 

nurse turnover.iii 

Let’s examine a simple case study to understand the 

potential savings.  Consider a hospital with 2,000 

employees of whom 35% (700) are nurses.   Average 

annual base salary is $67,000 and annual turnover is 20%.  

Assuming turnover cost of 1.5x average annual base 

salary, reducing turnover to 15% would result in 

$3,517,500 annual savings.  Even if you use a more 

conservative estimate of the cost of turnover – ½ base 

salary – the savings are $1,172,500. 

Three Selection Strategies that Reduce Nursing Turnover 
Authors:  Bryan J. Warren, Manager, Healthcare Solutions, Select International and 

Kevin Klinvex, EVP and Co-founder, Select International 

22.2% of new nurses leave after the first year 

Calculating Potential Savings – An Example: 

With a nursing staff of 700: 

Estimated Turnover Cost = .5 to 1.5x annual base salary 

Reduce Annual Turnover of 20%  to 15% = Potential 

Savings of $1.1 - $3.5 Million 
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This cycle of constantly losing and recruiting nurses costs the 

organization in other ways:  Contingent staffing costs increase; 

continuity of care is disrupted;  training costs increase; process 

improvement and quality programs suffer; the ability to develop 

nurses into leaders is impeded;  staff workloads, accident rates 

and absenteeism increase (contributing to staff dissatisfaction 

and greater turnover).  Finally, nursing turnover leads to medical 

staff dissatisfaction as communication and care continuity are 

disrupted. 

A Complex Problem 

The causes of turnover vary within and across healthcare 

systems.  Based on research and hundreds of nursing focus 

groups, our consultants have identified the most common causes 

of turnover.  Nurses are rarely terminated because of poor 

technical or clinical skills.  The most cited reasons for involuntary 

terminations are lack of dependability or professionalism and 

poor decision-making skills.  With regard to voluntary turnover, 

nurses cite: 

 Pay.  Organizations often assume that pay scale is the 

most important variable, but research shows this is not 

necessarily true.  It is often outweighed by the other 

factors. 

 Work schedule and location.  Obviously, location is a 

fixed variable, but hospitals have had success with 

creative and flexible scheduling. 

 Workload.  Workload is difficult.  Every organization is 

trying to run lean and a shortage of nursing candidates 

makes it difficult to remain fully staffed.  Certainly, 

turnover contributes to the problem, creating a vicious 

cycle. 

 Career development opportunities.  Nursing culture 

values career development so it’s incumbent upon the 

organization to create tools, structures and 

opportunities for nurses to fulfill career goals. 

 Relationship with the direct supervisor.  This is 

consistent with findings across industries and positions.   

The relationship with the direct supervisor is often the 

single most important variable in job satisfaction.  

Healthcare, in general, has done a poor job selecting and 

developing managers.  The best nurse does not, 

necessarily, make the best manager.  Healthcare 

organizations are only recently examining the skills and 

behavioral competencies necessary for leadership and 

purposefully choosing people who can lead effectively. 

 Relationship with co-workers.  Nursing culture values 

teamwork and career development, but there is also a 

tradition in nursing of less than ideal colleague support.  

There is substantial literature that nursing is particularly 

susceptible to workplace lateral violence and that it 

contributes to turnover.  One study revealed that 27.3% 

of nurses had experienced workplace bullying in the 

previous six months and that workplace bullying was 

significantly associated with the intent to leave one’s 

current position. iv 

Reducing Turnover  

Because the causes of turnover are complex, addressing it 

requires multiple strategies: 

1. Increase the candidate pool through education and 

outreach programs. 

2. Clarify work expectations during recruiting and on-

boarding. 

3. Allow nursing to have input on critical issues. 

4. Support career development. 

5. Optimize scheduling and schedule flexibility. 

6. Place and train better managers. 

7. Build teamwork and don’t tolerate lateral violence. 

8. Ease the administrative burden on front line nurses. 

9. Reward superior performance and address under-

performance.  Under performers burden their colleagues 

and failure to address it undermines faith in the 

organization.  (An efficient and effective performance 

management system plays a big role.) 

The Role of Behaviors and Selection 

Other than actually building a bigger candidate pool, each of the 

strategies listed above address the situation after a nurse is 

brought on board.  Selecting the right candidates is the ideal 

place to begin reducing turnover and improving performance. 

Consider some of causes of turnover that can be addressed 

through selection: 

1. Involuntary terminations.  Nearly always related to 

personality traits and interpersonal behaviors - 

dependability, professionalism, a lack of emotional 

intelligence or poor decision making.  These are 

behaviors that have nothing to do with technical 

knowledge and behaviors that are poorly evaluated in 

the traditional hiring process. 
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2. Workload.  Workloads are going to increase, as are 

demands to constantly roll out new quality and cost 

control initiatives.  Evaluating a candidate’s ability to 

adapt and handle stress prior to making a job offer 

becomes important.  Similarly, it’s important to ensure a 

good cultural and operational fit with the organization. 

3. Relationship with Supervisors.  Nursing must do a better 

job identifying candidates for leadership and 

management roles.  Assess each supervisor candidate’s 

leadership potential so that great nurses do not become 

poor leaders. 

4. Relationship with colleagues.  The desire and ability to 

collaborate with others is difficult to train.  However, it is 

possible to assess a nursing candidate’s abilities and 

propensities in regard to teamwork before the job offer. 

The most successful organizations do a better job of selecting 

nurses.  They take a three-pronged approach: 

1. Define important behavioral competencies.  Traditional 

selection strategies do an adequate job evaluating 

knowledge, training and technical skills.  Where they fail 

is in the areas of motivational fit (work schedule, pace of 

work, amount of autonomy or teamwork, and time spent 

with patients), and behavioral competencies.  These 

include emotional intelligence, collaboration, patient 

focus and adaptability.  Beyond just identifying these 

broad competencies, you must then drill down to the 

specific behaviors you expect from nurses under these 

headings.  What are the collaborative behaviors you 

expect from nurses?  What types of behaviors are 

representative of an inability to collaborate? 

2. Become better at interviewing candidates.  Traditional, 

unstructured interviews have no predictive validity.  You 

may as well flip a coin.  They add unnecessary legal risk 

as hiring managers ask questions they believe are 

important, with no validation or documentation of the 

job relevance.  This lack of standardization is common in 

hospitals. 

Start with a concise, easy to use interview guide built 

around validated job competencies.  Use only past 

behavior-type questions that force candidates to provide 

examples of the behaviors you are evaluating.  Add an 

objective scoring mechanism with behavioral anchors.  

Finally, implement efficient, effective interview training 

so hiring managers understand the importance of the 

selection process, and can continually develop their 

interviewing skills. 

3. Use proven behavioral assessments to examine 

functional competencies.  Nearly 75% of successful 

companies in other industries increase their odds of 

selecting the right candidate, and reducing turnover, 

with pre-employment behavioral assessments.  

Healthcare is catching on.  Nothing is more effective at 

evaluating motivational fit factors and behavioral 

competencies than a well-designed, healthcare-specific 

assessment designed for selection.  Beware of off-the-

shelf, generic personality assessments.  They are rarely 

designed for selection, or place enough emphasis on 

healthcare-specific competencies.  The right tool, 

however, allows the hiring manager to focus their 

interviewing time on the right candidates. 

Nursing turnover is a complex, costly problem.  Committing 

resources to solving it should be easy, based on its operational 

impact, but it may be necessary to make the business case, citing 

the substantial costs of turnover.  It requires a thoughtful and 

comprehensive strategy but starts with a structured and diligent 

three-step selection process. 
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  About Select International’s Healthcare Solutions: 
Select International’s Healthcare Hiring Assessments are de-
signed to meet the specific and unique challenges that exist 
when hiring in healthcare.  Our tailored solutions include: 

 Hiring process re-design to maximize efficiency and legal 
defensibility 

 Web-based application tools 

 Candidate screening and in-depth assessments, such as 
NurseFit®, ServiceFit® for Healthcare, PhysicianFit® and 
Healthcare Executive Assessment 

 Structured, behavioral interviewing         
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