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Introduction

Every national healthcare system plays a vital role in a country’s wellbeing and ability to thrive. Every efficient healthcare system is operated by nurses that serve as the backbone. But the nursing industry in the UK has been crippled by an increasing employee attrition rate — with a peak of 11.5% in June 2022. (Palmer and Rolewicz, 2022)

The aim of this report is to analyse the causes and effects of the nurses’ attrition rate in the UK, followed by critically evaluating five monetary and five non-monetary existing retention schemes currently used by the National Healthcare System (NHS). 

This report will also outline a few recommendations to improve the nurses’ retention rate for both short and long term. 

Causes and effects of employee attrition rate in the nursing industry

When one in nine nurses are leaving the NHS, this is an alarming attrition rate resulting in over 40,000 nurses putting their notice in until mid-2022. The causes of this downward trend are multifaceted, however they can be categorised in internal and external factors which will be further explored in this report. In addition, the causes and effects of employee attrition in this sector create a very complex and interconnected ecosystem with a plethora of challenges that need systemic changes and governmental policies in order to be fully addressed. 

Core causes 

1. Unsatisfactory work-life balance 

A standard nursing schedule is characterised by long working hours, night shifts and sometimes quick returns where they have less than 11 hours between shifts (Garde, Harris, Vedaa, Bjorvatn, Hansen, Hansen, Kolstad, Koskinen Pallesen, Ropponen & Härmä, 2019). This irregular schedule can easily disrupt the work-life balance and impact the overall wellbeing as well as personal lives. Under such circumstances, many nurses may consider opting out of the profession in search for roles that will offer better work-life integration, especially when considering starting a family. 

Many participants in a recent study found it difficult to maintain strict boundaries between work and home. They identified the inability to switch off after their working schedule was over. This study, which aimed to closely look at the impact of organisational and personal factors on newly qualified nurses' experiences, showed that nurses find it difficult to maintain strict boundaries between work and home. Many nurses identified the inability to detach from work and the tendency to avoid social settings during their non-working days in order to rest. (Ho, Stenhouse & Snowden, 2021)
2. Staff burnout 
Following on from the previous point, the nature of nursing often exposes professionals to intense emotional and physical stress. The prolonged exposure to illness, trauma, and patients’ suffering can often lead to burnout. As a direct consequence, emotional exhaustion and a sense of depersonalisation can attack nurses’ motivation and commitment, ultimately leading them to leaving their roles. 

Furthermore, there is a strong correlation between working long shifts (8-12 hours) and higher burnout rates as confirmed by a recent cross-functional survey (Dall’Ora, Ejebu, Ball & Griffiths, 2023). This research also found that nurses working shifts of 12 hours or longer were taking a smaller number of break opportunities than nurses working 8 hour shifts or shorter. 

And we’ve already established at the beginning of this report that nurses in the UK work long hours; with most common shift patterns being 8, 10 or 12-hour shifts. In the UK, many hospitals will have a standard shift of 12 hours, working on rotation every week, depending on staff availability. (Reus, 2023)

Core effects 

1. Compromised and disrupted patient care 

One of the most significant consequences of employee attrition in the healthcare industry is compromised patient care, partly accelerated by increased waiting times for medical services, and overburdened staff trying to fill the gaps and trying to care for as many people in need as possible. 

Furthermore, patients often form relationships with their caregivers and frequent staff turnover disrupts the continuity of care, affecting patients’ emotional state and overall treatment experience. (Baker, Canvin, & Berzins, 2019)




2. Increased recruitment and training costs 

Replacing nursing staff incurs considerable expenses, including recruitment costs, onboarding and training. These costs add an additional burden on the budgets and divert resources that could otherwise be allocated to patient care improvements and research. 

Moreover, the employee turnover leads to vacancies that need to be filled urgently. And temporary staffing solutions or agency nurses come at a higher cost, affecting the financial stability of healthcare system providers. 

A recent study conducted by the NHS Shared Business Service reported that replacing a fully-trained nurse can add up to £12,000. As an example, a large NHS trust that has over 3,000 nurses and a turnover rate of 10-12%, will need to recruit more than 300 to cover the loss of talent. Therefore, the total financial impact will be a minimum £3.6m every year. (NHS SBS, 2023)

The effects of high nurse attrition rates are far-reaching and severe. Patient care quality can suffer due to a shortage of skilled professionals and this results in longer waiting times, reduced patient satisfaction, and ultimately can jeopardise patient safety. 

Existing retention schemes by the NHS 

The NHS has implemented multiple retention schemes in the past years to address the increasing nurses’ attrition rates. The following section will aim to evaluate a selection of both monetary and non-monetary retention incentives. 

Monetary schemes 

1) Salary increase

One of the primary monetary incentives is salary increases. Last year, the UK government implemented the 2022-23 pay award which included a boost of at least £1,400 to the full-time salaries of all Agenda for Change (AfC) staff. (Devereux, 2023)

For context, Agenda for Change is the current NHS grading and pay system for all NHS staff across England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland.

This increase meant that nurses working on bands 5-7 received an uplift of between 4-5.5% and nurse leaders on bands 8-9 received between 1-3% (Devereux, 2023). Despite all this, this approach might not be sufficient to retain nurses in the long term, especially if other factors like job satisfaction are not addressed immediately. 

2) Bonuses and incentives

Performance-based bonuses and incentives can motivate nurses to stay. However, their effectiveness might be limited due to the subjective nature of evaluations and the possibility of creating unhealthy competition among colleagues.

Recently, the proposals from the UK government promised the NHS staff an additional payment after the 2022-23 scheme mentioned above. This payment was made up of a bonus of 2% of individuals’ salaries and an ‘NHS backlog bonus’ that varies according to banding and experience. (Devereux, 2023)

3) Retention bonuses 

Providing retention bonuses after a certain tenure can encourage nurses to work for a longer time. It is known that NHS Foundation Trusts have more freedom in how they run their hospital and how they meet the patient demands. As an example, an NHS trust in Essex explored a talent retention scheme that would offer nurses a bonus if they worked for more than two years (Ford, 2023). However, this approach alone does not address the underlying reasons for attrition.

4) Help with student loans

Offering assistance with student loan repayment can ease the financial burden on nurses. This point has been demonstrated when all nursing students in the UK enrolled on courses from September 2020 received a payment of £5,000 for every educational year. More importantly, this loan did not need to be paid back after the nurses finished their courses. The funding was given to all new and continuing degree-level nursing and it was expected to help more than 35,000 students every year. (GOV.UK, 2019)

5) Unsocial hours payment

Providing extra pay for night shifts or challenging shifts can attract nurses to such roles. The NHS offers additional payment for working unsocial hours. These apply for staff who complete a standard working week of 37.5 hours and vary depending on the day worked – Saturday or Sunday – and whether it is a Public Holiday. (NHS Employers, 2022)

Non-monetary schemes

1) Flexible work

Allowing nurses to choose flexible work hours can improve work-life balance and job satisfaction. Last year, the NHS England, the NHS Staff Council and social enterprise,Timewise, partnered to publish two new guides to support flexible work. (NHS Employers, 2022)

The Flexible Working Toolkit for Individuals includes multiple resources for the NHS staff to take control of their working hours. (NHS, 2022)

2) Career development

Continuously offering opportunities for skill enhancement, continuous learning, and career advancement can engage nurses. 

As an example, University Hospital Plymouth NHS Foundation Trust set out to craft a strategy to provide clear career guidance to workforce. The trust used apprenticeships to shape up the Healthcare Support Worker role and developed a flexible educational model. The organisation also encouraged existing staff to continue their academic journey to become accredited nurses. As a result, the trust’s employee retention rate improved from 49% to 93% after the successful implementation of the career pathways. (NHS, 2023)

3) Mentorship programs 

Pairing new nurses with experienced mentors can provide a support system and facilitate knowledge sharing. Recently, a senior nurse confirmed that introducing a mentorship program in the NHS trust she was employed by successfully slashed the attrition rate by nearly 90% (Church, 2023). 

4) Nurses wellbeing 

Initiating wellness initiatives can promote physical and mental well-being among nurses. Following the impact of COVID-19, nurses at the Bedfordshire Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust were keen to understand how employee wellbeing can be sustained for a longer period of time.

They suggested the following:
· Establishing safe spaces where nurses and other staff can rest and access wellbeing services.
· A holistic approach to health and wellbeing to ensure people have access to the right support.
· Continuous feedback loop to ensure those initiatives remain fit for purpose and address feedback from everyone. (NHS, 2023)

5) Improved work environment
Creating a positive work culture, recognising and appreciating nurses' efforts, and addressing workplace stressors can significantly impact job satisfaction.
Other studies suggest that investing in non-monetary incentives can shift management behaviour and, consequently, can improve hospital workforce turnover across the NHS. (Sayli, Moscelli, Blanden, Bojke & Mello, 2022)
Recommendations for improving nurses’ retention 
Based on the above, addressing the nurses’ attrition is a complex challenge and requires a holistic approach that combines both short-term and long-term strategies. 
Short-term recommendations
1) Enhanced benefits 
Reviewing and enhancing the existing benefits, such as healthcare coverage, leave policies, childcare support, and study leave, is crucial in addressing nurses’ diverse needs. Creating and delivering a competitive benefits package for nurses will lead to better patient care and a more efficient frontline workforce. 
2) Employee appreciation and recognition
Implementing a structured recognition program that acknowledges nurses' contributions and encourages a positive work environment is very beneficial as a short-term retention strategy. 
Following the mass staff burnout from fighting a global pandemic, studies have shown that a healthy work environment where nurses are appreciated can improve their satisfaction and reduce attrition. (Hannah, 2023)
3) Enhanced mentorship programs
Strong and comprehensive mentorship programs can provide guidance, professional development, and emotional support to new nurses starting their career. 
Long-term recommendations
1) Supportive management 
A supportive management system can be deployed by implementing strategies to distribute workload fairly, considering the physical and emotional demands of nursing. 
In addition, a manager or supervisor that makes sure the employees are safe at all times can significantly reduce staff turnover. However, this effect only applies only when other aspects of the work environment are negative. (Zaheer, Ginsburg, Wong, Thomson, Bain, Wulffhart, 2019)
2) Work-life balance
Creating flexible scheduling options to accommodate personal responsibilities can help reduce burnout and increase job satisfaction in the long-term. New research suggested that nurses who have ownership over their shift choices are less likely to experience exhaustion and burnout. (Devereux, 2023)
3) [bookmark: _p3dtfr5we90t]Adopt a “continuous listening” model
Technology, especially with the latest mobile applications, can help managers to communicate instantly and more regularly with nurses, and get rapid feedback through surveys. Nowadays, managers can also use technology to activate performance management plans that include regular check-ins and reminders to support one-on-one coaching. (Oracle, 2023)

Conclusion

Addressing the pressing issue of nurses’ attrition rates in the UK requires a multidimensional approach. Firstly understanding the causes and effects of employee turnover is paramount to formulating effective retention strategies. By evaluating and enhancing existing retention schemes, both monetary and non-monetary, and implementing a combination of short-term and long-term recommendations, the NHS can work towards reducing nurse attrition, ensuring a skilled and motivated nursing workforce for the healthcare sector's future.
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