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Overview

For decades, nurses have followed a linear career path: they got hired, moved up the clinical ladder, and 
stayed with the same employer—often within the same specialty—throughout the span of a career. Now, 
these same nurses are retiring in droves.

In contrast, nurses that have entered the profession more recently expect something different and less 
linear from their careers. Like their peers in other industries, this younger generation seeks greater 
flexibility and a more diverse set of experiences and settings in which to grow their skill sets. Since 
the pandemic started, many have turned to travel nursing for the first time, giving them a taste of that 
flexibility. Now, they aren’t interested in returning to a traditional setting. In fact, nearly one in five said 
that nothing would interest them in taking a full-time role. What’s more, only 6% of our surveyed nurses 
plan to move into nurse leadership in the next three years—which will soon create a vacuum at the top. 

These statistics are alarming—and they demand a fundamental rethinking of what a nursing career  
looks like. Without a fulfilling path in sight, many may opt out of nursing entirely. And in fact, a  
Trusted Health study from earlier this year found that 39% of nurses under the age of 40 are less 
committed to the profession than they were pre-pandemic. 

Taken together, these signs depict a profession in full-blown crisis. To remedy this and prevent the loss 
of an entire generation of nurses, the healthcare industry urgently needs to shift outdated paradigms, 
embrace new career paths and build more flexibility into the profession.

Trusted’s 2021 Nurse Career and Satisfaction Survey seeks to understand the causes behind this 
crisis—and paint a clear picture of what nurses want from their careers. Our report is intended to serve 
as a roadmap for hospitals and healthcare systems to understand what nurses are looking for, to use 
these insights to attract and retain them, and to build effective incentives for leadership—populating the 
pipeline for the nurse leaders of the future. 
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https://uploads-ssl.webflow.com/5c5b66e10b42f155662a8e9e/608304f3b9897b1589b14bee_mental-health-survey-2021.pdf
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About the Survey

This survey was conducted by email in October 2021 with a sample of 3,357 nurse respondents, of whom 
54% currently work as travel nurses, 37% as staff nurses, and 9% in per-diem or other types of nursing roles.
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CAREER TENURE AMONG SURVEYED NURSES BREAKDOWN OF NURSES BY GENDER

23%
Acute Care

22%
Critical Care

14%
Emergency

11%
Other

9%
Surgical

8% Pediatrics	 (all specialities) 

7% Obstetrics

3% Ambulatory Setting 

1% Community Health 

1% Long Term Care 

 .8% Hospice

TOP SPECIALTIES AMONG SURVEYED NURSES

Percentages are rounded up to the nearest decimal.

88%
Women 11%

Men

1%
Unknown

21%
1 – 3 Years

28%
4 – 6 Years

21%
7 – 10 Years 13% 11 – 15 Years

6% 16 – 20 Years 

10% More than 20 Years

2% Less than 1 Year



2021 NURSE CAREER & SATISFACTION SURVEY

Key Findings

Nurses want more diversity in their roles—beyond what’s currently available in a traditional staff position. 
More than one-third of nurses surveyed (35%) say their idea of a successful nursing career includes 
moving among hospitals, clinics, and units to gain varied experiences. Many have turned to travel nursing 
to achieve this. Of surveyed nurses who have taken a travel contract, 48% took their first one during the 
pandemic. Top drivers for doing so include money, career aims, and lifestyle preferences.
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REASONS FOR TAKING A TRAVEL CONTRACT

Among the nurses surveyed who are travel and per diem nurses, 17% said nothing would make 
them consider a permanent, full-time hospital staff position. While higher pay remains a driver for 
travel and per diem nurses, some are looking for a better work/life balance or career enhancement.

REASONS TRAVEL AND PER DIEM NURSES WOULD TAKE FULL-TIME STAFF POSITIONS

89%

65%

60%

56%

55%

45%

45%

15%

Ability to earn higher pay

Ability to live in different cities/states

Ability to schedule work around
vacations, downtime, personal travel, etc.

Desire to avoid unit or hospital politics 

Ability to work in different kinds of hospitals or clinics 

Solution for boredom/stagnation or desire for more variety on the job 

Ability to gain new nursing skills 

Wanted to go to pandemic hot spots where nurses were needed

17%

13%

12%

11%

11%

6%

3%

Nothing; not interested in full-time roles

Offer from a hospital or clinic where I want to settle down

For a role that offers more work life balance

For a role with flexible scheduling

For a hospital or clinic with a strong culture of learning and 
professional development

For changes to personal life 

For a hospital or clinic with a strong mentorship program
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Nurses want more flexibility with scheduling and staffing. Nearly three-quarters of nurses surveyed 
(71%) say their experience as a nurse would improve if they had more control over their schedule.

73%

59%

52%

20%

I miss out on important events 
because I can’t get time off

The way holidays and paid time off is scheduled
negatively impacts my overall job satisfaction 

Current scheduling leads to my lower job satisfaction 

I wish I could work more days per week but fewer hours 

PERCENTAGE OF NURSES WHO AGREE WITH THE FOLLOWING STATEMENTS

The pipeline for nurse leadership is weak. Only 1 in 10 nurses surveyed (11%) say their idea of a 
successful career in nursing involves advancing into nurse administration and leadership roles, and just 
6% of nurses say they plan to move into nurse leadership in the next three years.

CAREER PATHS NURSES INTEND TO TAKE OVER THE NEXT THREE YEARS

28%

20%

16%

7%

6%

6%

6%

5%

5%

Deepen clinical care experience

I’m not sure

Obtain an advanced practice nursing degree

Move into nursing leadership

Leave nursing for another profession 

Move into education or research

Move into non-clinical nursing opportunities 

Move into nursing-related entrepreneurship

Move into outpatient practice
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Nurses aged 25-34 and 35-44 were more likely than other age 
groups (71% and 66%, respectively) to cite a desire to avoid 
politics among reasons for not pursuing leadership.

NURSES WHO INTEND TO PURSUE NURSE LEADERSHIP IN THE NEXT THREE YEARS BY AGE

4%

6%

8%

8%

5%

18-24

25-34

35-44

45-54

55+

TOP REASONS NURSES AREN’T INTERESTED IN LEADERSHIP ROLES

66%

37%

27%

21%

21%

14%

11%

7%

5%

Nursing politics/culture

Poor experiences with nurse leadership

No desire to manage people

Don’t want to be associated with a single hospital/clinic system

Don’t want to step back from direct patient care

Believe leadership spends too much time on staffing/scheduling

Would only consider nurse leadership if money/skills were not factors

No leadership options have been discussed

Not enough training/support offered for leadership
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Recommendations

Reinvent nursing career paths. Based on the large number of nurses that crave diverse professional 
experiences, hospitals need to provide greater flexibility on the job—and more opportunities to develop 
nursing skills across specialties, care settings, and even locations. Healthcare facilities should find ways 
to offer nurses more diversity on the job—through structured rotational programs and by embracing and 
providing mentorship for nurses who want non-traditional career paths.

Rethink shift scheduling. Traditional shift scheduling is a deterrent against sustaining a career in 
nursing: although nurses want more variety on the job, they also need greater predictability and control 
over their time. The COVID-19 pandemic has left many nurses feeling tired and burned out, which 
explains why more than half the nurses surveyed want the ability to schedule work around vacations, 
downtime, personal travel, and other life events. With the overall rise of the gig economy and increase in 
flextime across professions, shift scheduling should be modernized through a more data-driven approach 
that allows nurses to pick up shifts when and where they want.

Introduce better incentives for leadership. A paltry 1 in 10 nurses surveyed says that their idea of a 
successful career in nursing involves advancing into nurse administration and leadership roles. They see 
leadership as a trade-off between what drew them into nursing in the first place—patient care—and 
more exposure to nursing politics and the headache of staffing and scheduling. Hospitals need to root 
out cultural issues—including bullying and incivility—within their nursing teams in order to draw younger 
nurses into leadership and address the challenge of staffing and scheduling through technology that 
frees nurse leaders’ and managers’ time up for more meaningful work.



Visit our site: www.works.ai 

For more information or to book a demo 
email us: sales@trustedhealth.com

About Trusted Inc.

Trusted Inc. is the leading labor marketplace for healthcare professionals. They match nurses with 
a range of flexible jobs that meet their preferences and career goals—and offer support from a 
dedicated Clinical Care Team and unmatched insight into compensation and contract details. Their 
flagship staffing platform, Trusted Works, helps hospitals meet one of their single biggest challenges: 
ensuring that every shift gets filled in an environment where both demand for healthcare services and 
the cost of labor are increasing exponentially. With Works, facilities can create their own on-demand 
nursing workforce and access one source of truth for all of their clinical workforce needs, from 
sourcing and onboarding to ongoing compliance. With predictive insights and recommendations, 
Works helps hospitals easily react to fluctuations in demand, while its staffing marketplace creates 
competition to fill open job requisitions with high-quality, active talent from a pre-onboarded network 
of talent suppliers.

Based in San Francisco, CA, Trusted supports hiring in all 50 states and the District of Columbia. 
The company has raised $175M in funding from Craft Ventures, Felicis Ventures, StepStone Group 
and Founder Collective, as well as healthcare innovators like Texas Medical Center, Mercy Health, 
Intermountain Ventures, Town Hall Ventures, and Healthbox. In 2020, they were featured on Forbes 
Next Billion Dollar Startups List. For more information, visit www.trustedhealth.com. 

https://www.trustedhealth.com/employers
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