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Surviving Nurse Staffing Shortages 
Today 
Lisa looked at her assignment sheet and her heart sank. Eight patients instead of the usual 

five. Two call-outs meant she'd be running all night. Does this sound like your typical shift? 

 

 

 



 
 

The Nurse Staffing Crisis Is Real 

Nurse staffing shortages aren't just a problem. They're a crisis affecting every hospital in 

America. You're not imagining it - things really are getting worse. 

The American Organization for Nursing Leadership reports that 87% of hospitals face 

critical nursing shortages. That means almost every hospital struggles to find enough 

nurses. 

Think of it like a restaurant kitchen during rush hour. When half the cooks call in sick, the 

remaining staff can't keep up. Orders get delayed. Quality suffers. Everyone gets stressed. 

The Numbers Tell a Scary Story 

Here's what the data shows: 

● Average nurse turnover rate: 27% per year 

● ICU turnover rate: 37% per year 

● Emergency department turnover: 31% per year 

● Time to fill open nursing positions: 87 days on average 

These aren't just statistics. They represent real nurses leaving the profession. They 

represent empty shifts and overwhelmed colleagues. 

Why Staffing Shortages Keep Getting Worse 

Understanding the problem helps you cope better. Several factors create this perfect 

storm. 

The Great Resignation Hits Healthcare 

The pandemic changed everything. Nurses saw how little support they received during the 

worst health crisis in decades. Many decided enough was enough. 
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Between 2020 and 2023, over 600,000 nurses left the profession. That's like losing the 

entire population of Boston from nursing. 

Aging Workforce 

Many experienced nurses are retiring. The average age of registered nurses is 50 years old. 

As baby boomers retire, there aren't enough new nurses to replace them. 

Burnout Drives People Away 

High patient loads create burnout. Burnout makes nurses leave. When nurses leave, 

patient loads get even higher. It's a vicious cycle that feeds itself. 

Not Enough Nursing Schools 

We can't train nurses fast enough. Nursing schools turn away 80,000 qualified applicants 

every year. There aren't enough instructors or clinical sites. 

How High Patient Ratios Hurt Everyone 

When you're assigned too many patients, everyone suffers. Let's break down the real 

impact. 

Patient Safety Risks 

Research shows clear connections between staffing and safety: 

● Each additional patient increases death risk by 7% 

● Medication errors increase by 18% with high ratios 

● Patient falls increase by 23% when nurses are stretched thin 

● Hospital infections rise by 31% with inadequate staffing 
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Nurse Stress and Burnout 

Caring for too many patients creates impossible situations. You want to give quality care, 

but there aren't enough hours in the day. 

This leads to: 

● Constant anxiety about missing something important 

● Guilt about not spending enough time with patients 

● Physical exhaustion from running between rooms 

● Emotional drain from feeling like you're failing 

Quality of Care Suffers 

When you're overwhelmed, you can't provide the care you want to give. You miss subtle 

changes in patient conditions. You don't have time for patient education or emotional 

support. 

This isn't your fault. It's a system problem that puts impossible demands on nurses. 

Survival Strategies for Overwhelming Shifts 

While we work toward long-term solutions, you need ways to cope now. Here are proven 

strategies from experienced nurses. 

Master the Art of Prioritization 

When everything feels urgent, you need a system. Use the ABC method: 

A - Airway, Breathing, Circulation Handle life-threatening issues first. Always. 

B - Basic Needs Pain medication, bathroom needs, and safety concerns come next. 

C - Comfort and Communication Education, emotional support, and non-urgent requests 

come last. 
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This system helps you stay focused when chaos hits. 

The 15-Minute Rule 

Check on each patient every 15 minutes, even if it's just a quick peek. This prevents small 

problems from becoming big emergencies. 

Set a timer if you need to. Quick checks take less time than dealing with complications 

later. 

Cluster Your Care 

Group activities together to save time and steps. When you're in a patient's room: 

● Give medications 

● Check vital signs 

● Assess their condition 

● Address any immediate needs 

● Document while you're there 

This reduces the number of trips to each room. 

Use Your Resources 

Don't try to do everything alone. Here's who can help: 

Nursing assistants: Vital signs, basic care, patient transport Unit secretaries: Phone calls, 

scheduling, paperwork Housekeeping: Room cleaning, supply restocking Tech support: 

Equipment troubleshooting, computer issues 

Delegate appropriate tasks. It's not weakness - it's smart nursing. 

Communication Shortcuts 

When you're swamped, efficient communication saves precious time: 

● Use SBAR (Situation, Background, Assessment, Recommendation) for reports 
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● Text updates instead of long phone calls when appropriate 

● Document key points during patient interactions 

● Keep a brain sheet with important patient info 

The Power of Saying No 

This might be the hardest skill to learn. Sometimes you must say no to protect your 

patients and yourself. 

Practice these phrases: 

● "I can't safely take another patient right now" 

● "I need help with this assignment" 

● "This situation isn't safe for patients" 

Your license and patients' lives depend on honest communication about your limits. 

Technology That Actually Helps 

Smart use of technology can make overwhelming shifts more manageable. 

Mobile Apps for Nurses 

Medication references: Quickly look up drug interactions and dosages Calculator apps: 

Fast dose calculations and conversions Communication apps: Stay connected with your 

team Reference apps: Quick access to protocols and procedures 

Documentation Shortcuts 

● Use voice-to-text features when possible 

● Create templates for common documentation 

● Document in real-time instead of saving it all for later 

● Use dropdown menus and checkboxes to speed up charting 
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Patient Monitoring Technology 

● Set up appropriate alarms and alerts 

● Use remote monitoring when available 

● Take advantage of automated vital sign machines 

● Utilize bed alarm systems for fall prevention 

Building Your Support Network 

You can't survive staffing shortages alone. Building strong relationships makes difficult 

shifts manageable. 

Team Communication 

Create systems with your colleagues: 

● Share patient updates efficiently 

● Offer help when you can 

● Ask for help when you need it 

● Celebrate small wins together 

Charge Nurse Relationships 

Your charge nurse is your ally. Keep them informed about: 

● Patient acuity changes 

● Staffing concerns 

● Equipment problems 

● Safety issues 

Good charge nurses will help redistribute workload when possible. 
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Management Communication 

Document staffing concerns properly: 

● Keep records of dangerous assignments 

● Report near-misses and safety issues 

● Participate in unit meetings 

● Suggest practical solutions 

Self-Care During Crisis Staffing 

When you're constantly overwhelmed, self-care isn't selfish. It's essential for survival. 

Quick Energy Boosters 

Between patients: 

● Take three deep breaths 

● Stretch your shoulders and neck 

● Drink water 

● Eat a small snack 

During breaks: 

● Step outside for fresh air 

● Call a supportive friend or family member 

● Listen to energizing music 

● Do quick stretches 

Protecting Your Mental Health 

● Set boundaries between work and home 

● Practice saying no to extra shifts when you're exhausted 

● Seek counseling if you're struggling 
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● Connect with other nurses who understand 

Physical Self-Care 

● Wear comfortable, supportive shoes 

● Stay hydrated throughout your shift 

● Pack healthy snacks 

● Get adequate sleep between shifts 

Advocating for Better Staffing 

Individual coping strategies help, but systemic change is necessary. Here's how to be part 

of the solution. 

Document Everything 

Keep records of: 

● Unsafe patient assignments 

● Missed care due to staffing 

● Overtime hours worked 

● Patient safety incidents 

This documentation supports the case for better staffing. 

Join Professional Organizations 

● American Nurses Association 

● State nursing associations 

● Specialty nursing organizations 

● Union representatives 

These groups advocate for safe staffing legislation and better working conditions. 
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Support Safe Staffing Laws 

Many states are considering legislation to mandate safe nurse-to-patient ratios. Contact 

your representatives to support these efforts. 

California's ratio law has proven effective. Nurses there report better working conditions 

and patient outcomes. 

Speak Up at Work 

● Attend unit meetings 

● Join nursing councils 

● Participate in quality improvement initiatives 

● Share your ideas for solutions 

The Future of Nursing Staffing 

While the current situation is challenging, there are reasons for hope. 

Increasing Awareness 

The public understands the nursing shortage better now. Media coverage and nurse 

advocacy are bringing attention to the problem. 

Investment in Nursing Education 

Hospitals and government agencies are investing in nursing education programs. More 

nursing schools are opening, and scholarship programs are expanding. 

Technology Solutions 

New technologies are being developed to help nurses work more efficiently. AI-powered 

documentation and smart monitoring systems show promise. 
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Policy Changes 

Lawmakers are paying attention. Safe staffing legislation is being introduced in multiple 

states. 

Your Survival Plan 

Here's your action plan for dealing with staffing shortages: 

This Week: 

● Master one new prioritization technique 

● Build relationships with support staff 

● Create a brain sheet template 

● Practice saying no to unsafe assignments 

This Month: 

● Join a professional nursing organization 

● Attend a unit meeting 

● Document staffing concerns 

● Develop better self-care routines 

This Year: 

● Advocate for safe staffing policies 

● Mentor new nurses 

● Participate in quality improvement 

● Consider leadership opportunities 

You're Not Alone in This Fight 

Staffing shortages feel overwhelming because they are overwhelming. You're not failing - 

the system is failing you. 
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But remember: you're part of a profession full of smart, dedicated people. Together, we 

can survive this crisis and build a better future for nursing. 

Every shift you complete safely matters. Every patient you care for despite the odds is a 

victory. Every day you choose to stay in nursing makes a difference. 

The staffing crisis won't last forever. With advocacy, investment, and systemic change, we 

can create better working conditions for all nurses. 

Until then, use these strategies to survive and thrive. Take care of yourself with the same 

compassion you show your patients. 

Your profession needs you. Your patients need you. But most importantly, you need to take 

care of yourself. 

Stay strong. Stay safe. You've got this. 

#NurseStaffingShortage #HealthcareWorkers #NursingSafety 
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