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Recommendations
for stabilizing the
RN workforce

Clinical workforce shortages generally, and RN shortages more 
specifically, remain the number one issue facing hospital and 
health system C-suites across the country. Executives must 
target investments to areas of greatest need. Many investments 
have been made but unsustainable RN turnover continues.

For this report, Advisory Board conducted a survey in March 
2023 of nearly 250 nurse leaders to identify their biggest areas of 
current concern about the RN workforce. This report was also 
informed by other recently published literature and studies 
regarding current workforce challenges. By analyzing multiple 
data sets, we provide a unique insight on balancing the needs 
and expectations of staff with organizational and market realities.

This report presents five insights and recommendations for 2023 
action and investments to further stabilize the nursing workforce 
in hospitals and healthcare systems. 
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Our take

Recommendations for stabilizing the RN workforce

Over the past three years, unprecedented workforce challenges have plagued the 
healthcare industry. Leaders put numerous strategies in place to stem extremely 
high turnover in all clinical disciplines, especially nursing. Some promising 
workforce trends are now being reported. In hospitals and healthcare systems, 
overall employee turnover has decreased by 3.2% and overall RN turnover has 
decreased by 4.6%. These numbers suggest several retention strategies — such as 
upping compensation, offering scheduling flexibility, and creating internal staffing 
agencies — are starting to make a difference.

Despite this welcome news, several RN workforce problems persist. At a time when 
increased baby boomer retirements are predicted, first-year turnover has increased. 
Time to fill vacant RN positions in local markets has increased. With competition for 
RNs being fierce in local markets for RNs and new reports that H1 visas for 
international nurses have run out, an overwhelming number of hospitals plan on 
continuing to use travel nurses to fill vacancies — a costly strategy that is 
unsustainable. At the same time, the academic pipeline for nursing is fragile. New 
data from the American Association of Colleges of Nursing (AACN) reports that 
overall nursing student enrollment is down 1.4%, the first time enrollments have 
decreased in over 20 years. Further complicating this situation is continued clinician 
burnout, in particular for early-career RNs.

This sobering picture suggests the need to further examine current workforce 
recruitment and retention strategies to ensure that investments are aligned with 
2023 issues. Many surveys have been done to understand the perspective of 
nurses regarding their employment needs and expectations. However, we must also 
understand the perspectives of nurse leaders to ensure the most impactful 
interventions. Since few surveys of nurse leaders exist, Advisory Board conducted 
its own survey of nurse leaders to identify their current concerns about the RN 
workforce and their perceived ability to influence those areas. 
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Advisory Board Survey: Leaders rank 2023 concerns

The following is a summary of top, moderate, and lesser concerns about the RN 
workforce as reported by nurse leaders on the Advisory Board survey conducted 
in March 2023.

Top concerns

01 Inadequate numbers of qualified RNs to fill frontline/acute care vacancies

• Abuse (physical, verbal, emotional) directed at RNs by patients, visitors, 
other team members

• Continued escalation of RN labor costs

• Unresolved clinician burnout
• The academic pipeline not keeping up with projected RN demand

• The ability to recruit unlicensed, frontline workers

Modest concerns

• RN disillusionment with finding meaningful work in acute care
• Inpatient RN roles viewed as a short-term career option
• Hospital ability to compete with nontraditional healthcare employers for 

RN talent

Lesser concerns

• Union organizing
• The momentum to establish federal staffing standards 
• The exodus of early-career RNs for NP programs

• Organizational ability to ensure service access
• Limited technology investments to support RN work and work processes
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Inside our research
A comprehensive analysis of data from multiple perspectives can provide the 
best guidance on priority strategies for the next year, balancing multiple 
perspectives to advance responsive, responsible workforce solutions. Using our 
survey as the framework to guide this analysis, we compared our survey results 
with the results of two other leading surveys. Notably, this analysis revealed
how nursing leaders’ priorities align and diverge with the reported needs of
the workforce.

Advisory Board’s 2023 nursing leaders survey

In March 2023, we surveyed nurse leaders from hospital organizations in our 
network across the country. We asked them to rate their level of concern 
about 22 workforce challenges and their perceived ability to impact those 
concerns. We also analyzed for any market or positional differences. We 
received 242 responses to our survey.

2023 NSI National Health Care Retention & RN Staffing Report
We examined the results of the 2023 National Health Care Retention & RN 
Staffing Report from Nursing Solutions, Inc.(NSI) to gain perspective on our 
survey results in the context of RN workforce shifts and trends. 

ANF Three-Year Annual Assessment survey 
We reviewed the American Nurses’ Foundation (ANF) Three-Year Annual 
Assessment survey to gain perspective on the key issues that RNs report 
they are facing in the work environment and what type of support they need 
from employers to stay in their positions. 

In addition to analyzing and comparing the results of these surveys, we drew on 
Advisory Board research to add a qualitative lens to our analysis. Other sources 
were also added in as needed for additional support.

It's important to note that we specifically looked at hospital-based nurses. While 
some of the insights apply to RN positions in other settings, our specific focus 
was on nurses working in the hospital setting. 

https://www.nsinursingsolutions.com/Documents/Library/NSI_National_Health_Care_Retention_Report.pdf
https://www.nsinursingsolutions.com/Documents/Library/NSI_National_Health_Care_Retention_Report.pdf
https://www.nursingworld.org/~48fb88/contentassets/23d4f79cea6b4f67ae24714de11783e9/anf-impact-assessment-third-year_v5.pdf
https://www.nursingworld.org/~48fb88/contentassets/23d4f79cea6b4f67ae24714de11783e9/anf-impact-assessment-third-year_v5.pdf
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Five insights for nursing leaders in 2023

Based on our cross-survey analysis, nursing leaders should focus on five 
priorities to continue stabilizing their workforce in 2023 and beyond. 

Recommendations for stabilizing the RN workforce

01 INSIGHT

You can’t hire or buy your way out of the
turnover problem

02 INSIGHT

One-size-fits-all retention strategies fail
early-career nurses

03 INSIGHT

Burnout is impossible to eliminate, but 
improvements matter 

04
INSIGHT

Scaling care model innovation is critical to 
workforce stabilization

05
INSIGHT

Acute-care employment has a public
image problem
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You can’t hire or buy your way 
out of the turnover problem01

While overall hospital RN turnover has decreased since last year, it remains too 

high. The cost of each RN that turns over has increased by 13% in the last year. 

Health systems and hospitals across the country are dedicating significant 

resources to recruiting RNs to fill high vacancy rates. NSI reports that 37% of 

hospitals plan to increase their recruitment budget and 20% plan to increase 

recruitment (HR) staff.

At the same time, nearly 70% of hospital organizations intend to increase overall 

RN positions in 2023. To recruit more RNs, many organizations continue to rely on 

compensation adjustments. Despite these investments, hiring nurses became 

more difficult over the past year, with the RN difficulty index (time to fill) increasing 

from 87 days in 2021 to 95 days in 2022.

Our survey found that nurse leaders across all regions and positions report that 

“market shortage of qualified RN candidates” is their number one concern. 

According to AACN, for the first time in 20 years, nursing school enrollment has 

decreased. Retirements continue to outpace the number of new entrants into the 

nursing field. Nurse leaders are aware of this and reported “academic pipeline not 

keeping up with projected RN demand” as another top concern in the Advisory 

Board survey.

There aren’t enough workers to hire, and the challenge is here to stay
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YOU CAN’T HIRE OR BUY YOUR WAY OUT OF THE TURNOVER PROBLEM

Recommendations for stabilizing the RN workforce

The ability to recruit unlicensed, frontline workers is also a top concern reported in 

our survey. Frontline workers such as Certified Nursing Assistants (CNA) are 

essential to supporting RN work. Despite a small decrease in the past year, CNA 

turnover is still extremely high. Building up this workforce will require strong, long-

tern retention and recruitment strategies.

RNs have a plethora of employment options that offer competitive compensation 

and appear more conducive to work-life balance than working in a hospital 

environment. Despite this, nurse leaders reported in our survey only moderate 

concern about hospital/health system ability to compete with nontraditional 

healthcare employers for RN talent. Given market shortages, leaders must pay 

more attention to options for competing with non-hospital healthcare employers. 

Organizations must understand what non-hospital employers offer to RNs and 

identify the most effective and feasible options for countering these advantages. 

Competition at an all-time high for licensed and unlicensed workers
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Top concerns of nurse leaders for the 2023 RN workforce
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YOU CAN’T HIRE OR BUY YOUR WAY OUT OF THE TURNOVER PROBLEM

Recommendations for stabilizing the RN workforce

As turnover and vacancies increased during the height of the pandemic, hospitals 

substantially increased their utilization of traveling nurses as an interim staffing 

solution. Despite the pandemic being stabilized, NSI reports that nearly 80% of 

hospitals predict the same level of external agency use in 2023 as in 2022. 

However, this tactic is financially unsustainable. While pay rates for travel nurses 

have decreased nearly 20% this past year, the average hourly rate for a traveler 

remains almost double that of a permanent employee. The expenses associated 

with overreliance on travel nurses further burdens an already strained labor budget 

and does nothing to address underlying issues that make hiring more difficult.

Retention outweighs recruitment for workforce stability.

In the immediate, access to qualified RNs make ambitious hiring goals difficult. With 

costs of RN turnover increasing, focus on retaining the nurses you already have. 

Reallocate more of your investments toward retention at this time. However, 

maintain current efforts to improve both your current pipeline through innovative 

recruitment, as well as consider creative ways to cultivate the academic pipeline 

moving forward. 

Continued overreliance on agency labor is financially unsustainable 

There is also strong competition for unlicensed workers. These workers have a 

variety of other employment options both within and outside the healthcare industry 

that offer competitive compensation as well as other benefits. Nurse leaders report 

“recruitment of unlicensed entry level workers” as a top concern on our survey. It is 

important to understand what other industries offer these essential employees and 

determine ways to retain them. 
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More on workforce

Recommendations for stabilizing the RN workforce

Promote professional growth and loyalty in the first year
TOOL KIT

First Year Nurse Retention Toolkit
Read now

RESEARCH

Support safe, effective staffing amid the nursing shortage
Read now

Implement strategies for shortage conditions

BLOG POST

3 insights to better retain and recruit your clinical workforce
Read now

Address blind spots in your workforce planning

Healthy practice environments are key to retention
BLOG POST

What nurse leaders should know about RN intent to leave

Read now

RESEARCH

8 insights for nurse leaders to achieve success with alternative staffing models
Read now

Experiment with different staffing models

https://www.advisory.com/topics/retention-and-recruitment/2017/06/first-year-nurse-retention
https://www.advisory.com/blog/2022/04/inpatient-care
https://www.advisory.com/blog/2022/10/clinical-workforce
https://www.advisory.com/blog/2022/11/intent-to-leave
https://www.advisory.com/blog/2022/06/staffing-changes
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Change has always defined healthcare, but today’s leaders face unprecedented challenges 
and market shifts. Developing successful strategies and advancing make-or-break objectives 
has never been more challenging due to mounting complexity, intensifying competition, and a 
growing roster of stakeholders.

The Advisory Board advantage
Our team of 200+ experts harnesses a time-tested research process and the collective wisdom of our 
4,500+ member network to develop provocative insights, actionable strategies, and practical tools to 
support execution. We support hospital and health system leaders, as well as executives of medical 
groups, post-acute care organizations, life sciences firms, digital health companies, health plans, and 
healthcare professional services firms. 

We provide the knowledge you need to stay 
current, along with the strategic guidance, data, 
and tools you need to prioritize your next actions.

A B O U T  O U R  R E S E A R C H

H O W  W E  H E L P

W H O  W E  S E R V E

Hospitals • Health systems • Life sciences firms • Health plans • 
Digital health companies • Healthcare professional services firms •
Post-acute care providers • Medical groups

Connect with Advisory Board experts and access more resources 
by contacting us at ProgramInquiries@advisory.com

For the latest market trends for digital tech business leaders, 
visit advisory.com/DigitalHealthInnovation

For insights on the future of the health plan industry, 
visit advisory.com/PayerNextPractices

To learn more on how we serve life sciences leaders, 
visit advisory.com/ForLifeScience
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LEGAL CAVEAT

Advisory Board has made efforts to verify the accuracy of the information it provides to members. This report relies on data obtained from many 
sources, however, and Advisory Board cannot guarantee the accuracy of the information provided or any analysis based thereon. In addition, 
Advisory Board is not in the business of giving legal, medical, accounting, or other professional advice, and its reports should not be construed as 
professional advice. In particular, members should not rely on any legal commentary in this report as a basis for action, or assume that any tactics 
described herein would be permitted by applicable law or appropriate for a given member’s situation. Members are advised to consult with 
appropriate professionals concerning legal, medical, tax, or accounting issues, before implementing any of these tactics. Neither Advisory Board 
nor its officers, directors, trustees, employees, and agents shall be liable for any claims, liabilities, or expenses relating to (a) any errors or 
omissions in this report, whether caused by Advisory Board or any of its employees or agents, or sources or other third parties, (b) any 
recommendation or graded ranking by Advisory Board, or (c) failure of member and its employees and agents to abide by the terms set forth herein.

Advisory Board and the “A” logo are registered trademarks of The Advisory Board Company in the United States and other countries. Members are 
not permitted to use these trademarks, or any other trademark, product name, service name, trade name, and logo of Advisory Board without prior 
written consent of Advisory Board. All other trademarks, product names, service names, trade names, and logos used within these pages are the 
property of their respective holders. Use of other company trademarks, product names, service names, trade names, and logos or images of the 
same does not necessarily constitute (a) an endorsement by such company of Advisory Board and its products and services, or (b) an 
endorsement of the company or its products or services by Advisory Board. Advisory Board is not affiliated with any such company.

IMPORTANT: Please read the following.

Advisory Board has prepared this report for the exclusive use of its members. Each member acknowledges and agrees that this report and
the information contained herein (collectively, the “Report”) are confidential and proprietary to Advisory Board. By accepting delivery of this Report, 
each member agrees to abide by the terms as stated herein, including the following:

1. Advisory Board owns all right, title, and interest in and to this Report. Except as stated herein, no right, license, permission, or interest of any 
kind in this Report is intended to be given, transferred to, or acquired by a member. Each member is authorized to use this Report only to the 
extent expressly authorized herein.

2. Each member shall not sell, license, republish, or post online or otherwise this Report, in part or in whole. Each member shall not disseminate 
or permit the use of, and shall take reasonable precautions to prevent such dissemination or use of, this Report by (a) any of its employees and 
agents (except as stated below), or (b) any third party.

3. Each member may make this Report available solely to those of its employees and agents who (a) are registered for the workshop or 
membership program of which this Report is a part, (b) require access to this Report in order to learn from the information described herein, 
and (c) agree not to disclose this Report to other employees or agents or any third party. Each member shall use, and shall ensure that its 
employees and agents use, this Report for its internal use only. Each member may make a limited number of copies, solely as adequate for 
use by its employees and agents in accordance with the terms herein.

4. Each member shall not remove from this Report any confidential markings, copyright notices, and/or other similar indicia herein.

5. Each member is responsible for any breach of its obligations as stated herein by any of its employees or agents.

6. If a member is unwilling to abide by any of the foregoing obligations, then such member shall promptly return this Report and all copies thereof 
to Advisory Board.

Project directors
Carol Boston-Fleishhauer, Shay Pratt
fleischc@advisory.com, prattm@advisory.com 

Research team
Jennifer Bierhoff, Donald Malott, Sebastian Beckmann
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