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The Shortage in Context
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Design

The current study was based on a survey or descriptive design with
respondents drawn using random sampling.

Sample

The respondents for the current study were registered nurses (RNs)
licensed in one of eight states, selected to represent an RN population diverse
in size of state (population), demographics, rural and urban nature, region of
the country, labor union versus nonunion status, and degree of current or pro-
jected nurse shortage. The states chosen were, in alphabetical order, Arizona,
Idaho, New Jersey, North Carolina, Texas, West Virginia, and Wyoming. Staff
nurses were particularly targeted because this segment of the nursing profes-
sion has taken much of the brunt of the current nursing shortage.

The original plan was to obtain a list of nurses working in staff nurse
positions in acute care hospitals from each state’s board of nursing and ran-
domly select (simple random sample) 300 names. As it turned out, after
contacting almost all of the 50 state boards of nursing, few allow a list sent
to a researcher (and presumably others) to be culled to a specific set of
nurses by position, employment setting, or other characteristic(s). In five
of the eight selected states, the list could be limited to the RNs of interest
(hospital based and staff nurses). For the other three states where the mail-
ing list could not be limited to only nurses employed in staff positions
within hospitals, we decided to oversample nurses (simple random sample)
to, hopefully, get the questionnaires in the hands of a sufficient sample of
appropriate RNs. The oversampling factor was 1.67 (500 nurses) because
60% of all RNs are employed in acute care staff nurse positions in hospitals
(HRSA, 2002).

After receiving approval from the University of North Carolina Nursing
Institutional Review Board, questionnaire packets were mailed to prospec-
tive respondents in eight selected states. The packet included a cover letter
that presented a discussion of the purpose of the study and the elements of
informed consent along with the questionnaire and a business-reply enve-
lope. Implied consent was given by the respondents when they completed
and returned the questionnaire.

Questionnaires were mailed to 3,000 RNs, 300 to the randomly selected
sample from each state with the delimited mailing list (five) and 500 to each of
the three states with generic lists of RNs” names. Of the 3,000 questionnaires
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mailed, approximately 2,400 should have ended up with RNs in staff nurse
roles in acute care hospitals (1,500 in the five states with delimited lists and
900 [60% of 1,500] on the three generic list states). A total of 787 usable
responses were received for a return rate of 26% (787/3,000) and an
adjusted return rate of 33% (787/2,400). Across the states, the return rates
varied from 21% (63/300) to a high of 39% (118/300).

The typical respondent is described using medians and percentages.
Medians were used as the measure of central tendency for all demographic
variables because all the distributions were skewed. The typical respondent
was a 44-year-old, married (74%), White (90%) female (93%) who was
initially prepared at the associate-degree level (42%) and is now baccalau-
reate prepared (42%). She worked full-time (73%) on a medical-surgical
unit (floor or intensive care), has been in her current position for 5 years,
and in the current setting for 6 years. She has worked at least part-time
since initial employment (82%). Her hospital has 200 beds (range 6 to
2,475). She cares for six patients each day. The number of patients she cares
for has increased in the past year, and 66% reported that this increase in
patients has had at least a moderately negative influence on the quality of
care provided on her unit (options were none, minimal, moderate, and
considerable).

In terms of their own institutional longevity, 54% reported they would
not leave or it was unlikely they would leave their current institution in the
“near future.” A total of 20% were certain or very likely to leave their cur-
rent place of employment in the near future. The remaining 26% of the
respondents were uncertain as to their staying or leaving. When asked to
consider their employment status at this institution in 3 years, 64% said
they would still be working there.

When longevity in nursing was considered, 48.5% reported they would
not leave nursing in the “near future” with an additional 27% reporting that
they were unlikely to leave nursing. A total of 9% of the respondents
reported that they were likely or definitely leaving nursing in the “near
future” with the remaining 15% being uncertain about staying or leaving.
When considering whether they would be in nursing in 3 years, 88%
reported that they would still be in nursing in 3 years. Those planning on
leaving nursing in 3 years ranged in age from 26 to 74 (M = 51.5, SD =
12.2). Of the nearly 12% planning on not being in nursing in 3 years, one half
of them said they would be retiring. Those planning to leave nursing but not
planning on retiring ranged in age from 26 to 61 (M =43.5, SD =9.6); those
planning on leaving nursing and retiring ranged in age from 46 to 74
(M=61.4,SD=5.)5).
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Method

Data Collection

The current study, for the most part, used the total design method for
mailed surveys posited by Dillman (1978). The focus in this method is on
well-designed questionnaires, personalized communication, information about
the study and/or survey in a cover letter, and contact with nonrespondents. His
program includes the first mailing followed 7 days later by a questionnaire that
is followed in 7 days by the mailing of a second questionnaire to nonrespon-
dents. Two changes were made to this procedure—extending the time between
the mailings and giving respondents an opportunity to ward off a second mail-
ing. Previous experience with mailed questionnaires has taught us to extend
the interval between mailings to 2Y2 to 3 weeks; the 7-day period suggested by
Dillman does not allow sufficient time for returned mail because of respon-
dents having moved or having expired addresses. This is particularly impor-
tant in mailed surveys targeting nurses because they are very mobile, and some
states’ boards of nursing only update their mailing lists every 3 to 5 years.
Regarding the respondent’s opportunity to prevent receiving a second ques-
tionnaire, included in the first mailing was a request, for any respondent will-
ing to do so, to place her or his name and address on the outside of the return
envelope. Reassurance was provided that the envelope information would be
used only to remove her or his name from the list for the second questionnaire
mailing. Ten percent of the respondents provided their names and addresses
saving unnecessary reproduction and mailing costs.

Instruments

The entire questionnaire contained several sections, only one of which is
specific to this discussion; however, the instruments are reviewed because they
are used to illustrate the results of the current study. One section addressed the
satisfaction of the respondents—professional and job and/or work satisfaction.
Professional satisfaction, seen as career choice and meaningfulness of work
within one’s life goals, was measured using six items from the Price and
Mueller studies (Price & Mueller, 1981a, 1981b, 1986). The six items com-
pose a single factor with acceptable reliability in previous use (alpha = .88);
no validity data were available for these items; for this study it was alpha =.87.

Work and/or job satisfaction, seen as the interaction of people with their
work environment and conditions of employment, was measured using the
Satisfaction in Nursing Scales (SINS). Derived from qualitative interviews,
the SINS is a 54-item Likert-type scale with four response options ranging
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from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). It has four primary factors
derived using principal-axis factoring (direct oblimin rotation)—Workload,
Intrinsic Satisfiers, Collegiality, and Administrative Support—with Cronbach’s
coefficient alphas ranging from .87 to .94 (Lynn, Morgan, & Moore, 2002).
The SINS has been tested for content validity using a panel of 20 nurses
using the process described by Lynn (1986). The reliability estimates for
the SINS ranged from alpha = .87 to alpha = .92 in the current study.

The second section of the questionnaire booklet was composed of items
measuring organizational commitment from the Organizational Commitment
Questionnaire (OCQ; Price & Mueller, 1981a, 1981b, 1986), three items
addressing intent to leave nursing and two items focused on intent to leave
the current nursing position. All of these items were responded to using
the same 4-point scale used for the SINS, and alphas have been generally
above .80. No validity reports for the OCQ were found. The reliability for
the organizational commitment items in the current study was alpha = .76.
The reliability of the two intent to leave position items was alpha = .76 and
for the three intent to leave nursing items it was alpha = .85. There was no
reported validity work on these items.

Specific to this discussion, the nurses were presented with the 16 pro-
posed solutions to the nursing shortage and asked to select the “five actions
(they) think are the most important to address to improve nursing today and
help eliminate the nursing shortage.” After they completed that selection,
they were to select the “most important” of those actions. They also had the
option of adding two actions and including them in their chosen set of five
actions and in their choice of the most important selection.

The final segment of the questionnaire was a demographic section with
traditional demographic questions and questions addressing their current
position (years in position, average number of patients cared for each day),
unit (type of unit, any change in acuity of patients during the past year,
frequency of inadequate staffing), and institution (number of beds).

Data Analysis

The data were analyzed by calculating response frequencies for the
actions on the original list and the completion responses; measures of cen-
tral tendency and dispersions were determined for the traditional and addi-
tional demographic data. Each instrument used was subjected to reliability
estimation using Cronbach’s coefficient alpha. Additional data analysis
included dividing the respondents into higher and lower groups on the pro-
fessional satisfaction, work satisfaction, and commitment measures by
dividing the group into quartiles. The top quartile was the higher group and
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the bottom quartile was the lower group. Then these groups were compared,
visually, on their most important action chosen. The rationale behind this
examination was to see if nurses at the extremes on these measures endorse
related actions differently between the higher and lower groups, for example,
would those who were most satisfied with their current workload tend to
select the workload actions (therefore needing attention) less often.

Results
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Table 1
Frequency of Selecting Up to Five Recommendations
to Improve Nursing and Help Eliminate the Nursing
Shortage in Decreasing Order of Endorsement (n =776)*

Endorsing
Recommendation

Recommendation % n’

Create career ladders in nursing 85.4 672
Increase administrative support 84.4 664
Enhance communication with administration 83.7 659
Increase educational opportunities for nursing 83.2 655
Eliminate mandatory overtime 82.5 649
Increase benefits 76.4 601
Hire more support staff 75.0 590
Mandate specific maximum nurse-to-patient ratios 72.9 574
Involve nursing staff in problem solving in this institution 70.1 552
Streamline administrative and documentation tasks 69.0 543
Increase flexible scheduling and child care options 65.2 513
Decrease patient load and/or workload 61.6 485
Increase number of nurses available for patient care 60.5 476
Decrease the number of nonnursing tasks nurses have 59.5 468

to regularly do

Create a climate of retention in health care facilities 55.4 436
Increase pay 332 261

a. Eleven of the respondents did not complete this part of the questionnaire.
b. Twenty nine (3.6%) choose fewer than five actions.
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Table 2
Frequency of Selecting Each Recommendation as the Most

Important Means to End the Shortage in Decreasing
Order of Endorsement (n = 652)"

Endorsing
Recommendation
Recommendation % n
Increase pay 26.4 72
Create a climate of retention in health care facilities 13.8 90
Decrease patient load and/or workload 11.3 74
Increase number of nurses available for patient care 9.5 62
Mandate specific maximum nurse-to-patient ratios 7.1 46
Streamline administrative and documentation tasks 52 34
Decrease the number of nonnursing tasks nurses have 43 28
to regularly do
Increase flexible scheduling and child care options 4.1 27
Involve nursing staff in problem solving in this institution 4.1 27
Increase benefits 3.1 20
Eliminate mandatory overtime 2.0 13
Hire more support staff 2.5 16
Eliminate mandatory overtime 2.0 13
Increase administrative support 1.4 9
Create career ladders in nursing 9 6
Increase educational opportunities for nursing 8 5

a. 135 of the 787 respondents did not answer this question.

a 2:1 ratio seen in the frequencies between the quartile groups. These are,
admittedly, arbitrary decisions; however, the decision to use these “cutoffs”
was made to ensure that the action was reasonably desirable to the staff nurses
(at least 20 endorsed the action) and the apparent difference in the endorse-
ments sufficient (at least 2:1 ratio) to suspect a difference in their opinions. The
number of nurses selecting actions (when n > 20) is shown in Table 3. No
statements of significance in the following discussion are made or inferred.

When the professional satisfaction scores were used to create higher and
lower quartiles there were four actions that appeared to differ across those
groups in terms of their endorsement. Those nurses with higher profes-
sional satisfaction scores endorsed the action create a climate of retention at
a higher rate than did those in the lower group. However, those in the lower
group favored two action items more than the higher group—increase nurses
available and decrease patient load.
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Table 3
Number of Nurses Endorsing Each the “Most Important”
Action by Upper and Lower Quartile Groups on
the Commitment and Satisfaction Measures®

Quartile &
Number
Endorsing Action

Measure Higher Lower Action

Professional satisfaction scale

Professional satisfaction 29 15 Create a climate of retention
9 25 Increase the number of nurses available
for patient care
9 31 Decrease patient load and/or workload
Work satisfaction factors
Intrinsic rewards 28 14 Create a climate of retention
12 23 Decrease patient load and/or workload
Workload 12 30 Increase the number of nurses available
for patient care
8 31 Decrease patient load and/or workload
Collegiality No action was discrepant across
the groups
Administrative support 33 75 Increase pay
Commitment scale
Commitment 31 9 Create a climate of retention
21 Increase the number of nurses available

for patient care

a. Minimum of 20 nurses endorsing the action and at least a 2:1 to be included.

When work satisfaction was considered there were some similarities and
some differences compared to the professional satisfaction findings. The higher
group on the intrinsic rewards factor endorsed the action about a climate of
retention twice as often as did the lower group; the lower group endorsed
decreasing the patient load twice as often as did the higher group. For
the Workload factor it was not surprising to find that the lower group (less
satisfied) endorsed increasing nurses and decreasing patient work almost
3 times as often as did the higher group. The higher and lower groups on
the Collegiality factor did not differ substantially across the actions. For the
Administrative Support factor the only apparent difference was endorse-
ment of the increased pay action, which was favored by 75 of the lower
group and 33 of the higher group on this factor. No other endorsement
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comparisons within these factors exceeded the at least 20 nurses endorsing
the action and the difference being at least 2:1 for inclusion criteria.

The higher commitment group endorsed almost 4 times as often as did the
lower commitment nurses the action create a climate of retention. The lower
commitment group endorsed one action approximately twice as often as higher
commitment nurses—increase the number of nurses available for patient
care. The groups were evenly split on two actions as well—increase pay
(47 to 46) and mandate specific maximum nurse-to-patient ratios (10 to 13).

Discussion
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