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The nursing shortage is a complex crisis. While an aging population and experienced nurse 
retirements are key factors, the issue is severely intensified by one critical problem: widespread 
nurse burnout. This isn't just about a stressful job; it's a systemic issue that's driving skilled 
professionals out of the field, with new nurses and those in high-risk specialties being impacted 
the most. For leaders, understanding this connection is the first step toward building a more 
resilient, sustainable workforce.  

The Root of the Crisis: Turnover in Early Nursing Careers  

The COVID-19 pandemic amplified an already fragile situation, increasing the demand for care 
while simultaneously contributing to extreme stress and emotional exhaustion among nurses. 
This has created a cycle where heavy workloads and high-stress environments lead to burnout, 
which in turn exacerbates staffing shortages. 

This issue is particularly pronounced among new nurses. Nearly 50% of nurses leave their 
positions within their first two years in the profession, often due to burnout and inadequate 
support. This early-tenure turnover is a major contributor to the overall nursing shortage, and it 
highlights a critical need for better strategies like “visibility, coaching and support” to support 
and retain new nurses from the very beginning of their careers. 

Recognizing Burnout and High-Risk Roles  

Burnout is a state of chronic stress that can leave nurses feeling emotionally exhausted, cynical, 
and detached from their work. It's a silent threat that harms an individual's well-being, impacts 
patient care, and damages an organization’s overall success. Recognizing the signs is the first 
step toward addressing it.  

Five Key Signs of Nurse Burnout:  

1. Emotional Exhaustion: Feeling drained with no energy left for patients or colleagues.  
2. Depersonalization: Developing a cynical or detached attitude, often treating patients as 

objects rather than people. 
3. Decreased Sense of Accomplishment: Feeling a lack of purpose or that your hard work 

doesn't make a difference.  



4. Physical Symptoms: Chronic fatigue, headaches, or stomach issues.  
5. Increased Absenteeism: Taking more sick days or showing up late for shifts.  

While any nurse can experience burnout, some roles are more susceptible due to the high-stakes, 
fast-paced nature of the work. Critical care specialties, such as those in the Intensive Care Unit 
(ICU) and nurses in the Emergency Department, tend to experience the highest rates of burnout. 
These roles involve constant exposure to life-or-death situations, taking a heavy toll on mental 
and emotional health.   

Proactive Strategies to Combat Burnout  

Burnout isn’t an inevitable part of being a nurse; it’s a systemic issue that leaders can and must 
address. By taking a proactive approach, healthcare leaders can create a more supportive 
environment that reduces burnout, improves retention, and ultimately saves the organization 
millions in turnover costs. 

Fostering a Culture of Well-Being: Nurse leaders and managers are on the front lines of this 
effort. Cultivating a supportive culture requires more than just platitudes — it demands direct, 
actionable strategies. Leaders can:  

• Offer Flexibility: Give nurses more control over their schedules when possible. 
• Empowerment: Involve nurses in decision-making processes, especially those that 

impact their daily work. 
• Active Listening: Regularly check in with team members to understand their challenges 

and provide support. 
• Promote Team Cohesion: Create opportunities for team bonding and mutual support, 

which can help mitigate the effects of stress. 

A Data-Driven Approach to Burnout: Reducing burnout requires a clear, data-informed 
approach. The right behavioral health and well-being partner can help leaders pinpoint the root 
causes of burnout within their specific teams. By using data to identify these issues, 
organizations can shift from guessing to growth and implement targeted interventions with 
trackable outcomes like reduced turnover rates (a 7% reduction can save approximately $1.5M 
annually), decreased medical errors and improved patient safety, enhanced patient satisfaction 
scores, and reduced absenteeism and increased productivity.  

By implementing these proactive strategies and leveraging data to understand their teams' needs, 
healthcare leaders can build a more resilient workforce, improve retention, and foster a culture of 
well-being that benefits everyone — from the newest nurse to the patients they serve.  

 
 


