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Abstract

Recruitment and retention of nurses is a national health issue with implications for patients,
nurses, and other healthcare providers. This article describes an innovative opportunity for the
professional development of nurses at a local health system. This Nursing Research and
Innovation Fellowship provided participating nurses with the knowledge of a design thinking
framework and fostered the application in the context of complex challenges they face in their
daily work. The potential impact of such programs on job satisfaction, retention, and relevance to
public healthcare issues is discussed.

Introduction

This article explores the growing nursing shortage and the need to attract and retain nurses in the
setting of current challenges in the healthcare environment. It describes an innovative initiative at
a local Delaware health system that engages nurses, teaching them skills that build resilience and
support a problem-solving mindset. Sabine and Gibbs, in their article titled "Unraveling
Healthcare Shortages in Delaware and Charting a Course for Equity and Resilience," which
appeared in the December 2023 issue of the Delaware Journal of Public Health (DJPH), noted
the growing shortage of healthcare workers, including nurses.! The gap between the number of
new nurses entering the workforce and the open positions continues to increase. There is
evidence that inadequate nurse staffing has a negative impact on both patient and nursing
outcomes. Dr. Aiken and colleagues reported that high patient-to-nurse ratios are associated with
increased patient mortality and nurse burnout.? The public needs to be aware of this growing
challenge.

A Delaware-based health system recently offered a unique professional development opportunity
for nurses through the Nursing Research and Innovation Fellowship. In this year-long training,
nurses learned about research, innovation, and design thinking—a solution-oriented, patient-
centered approach to addressing challenges. When nurses are engaged and feel valued, health
systems are more likely to retain them. Exposing nurses to unique opportunities like this
fellowship may contribute to the development of a more sustainable and resilient workforce.

Reimagining Nursing Through Innovation and Design Thinking

If someone were to ask you to describe a nurse, what would you say? Typically, people think of
a woman, often in scrubs, typically in a hospital setting. Although this may have been accurate
many years ago, the image of nursing is evolving. Nursing is the largest component of the
healthcare workforce, with over four million nurses nationwide® and nearly 40% practicing*
outside of direct bedside care. Nurses are increasingly serving in a wide range of roles — from
public health to policy, education, and research. This ability to care for people in diverse settings
empowers nurses to have a profound impact on all areas of the nation's health, especially when
they are given the proper support and tools.
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Although nurses are the largest portion of the healthcare workforce, the United States is currently
facing a national nursing shortage crisis. Over 100,000 nurses left the profession during the
pandemic, and data suggests that annually, the number of new nurses entering the workforce is
approximately 20,000 less than anticipated openings.® Additionally, a recent survey through the
National Council of State Boards of Nursing (NCSBN) found that one-fifth, equivalent to
approximately 900,000 nurses in the U.S., indicated they plan to leave the nursing profession by
2027.% Inadequate nurse staffing leads to errors, increased patient morbidity and mortality, and
increased nurse burnout.? Nurse turnover is not only costly to the hospital systems but also
negatively impacts patient outcomes. It is essential to create an environment where nurses of all
levels of expertise can grow and thrive, allowing them to develop professionally and remain
successful in their positions. Changes are needed to recruit and retain these essential members of
our healthcare system.

Healthcare organizations nationwide are developing and implementing various strategies to
retain nurses. Last August, ChristianaCare Health System established a unique Nursing Research
Fellowship in Robotics and Innovation (NRFRI), bringing the topic of innovation and research to
clinical nurses at the bedside. The fellowship was part of a larger project funded by the American
Nurses Foundation Reimagining Nursing Initiative examining the use of robotics in nursing care.
Through this fellowship, the four fellows were not only immersed in the research process and
innovation experience but also allowed to network outside their clinical area and bolster skills
not typically utilized in their current nursing role. The immensely positive feedback received
regarding the fellowship after such a short period reinforces nurses’ desire for continued
education and growth in their daily work and throughout their careers.

Topics discussed during this program included survey design, abstract writing, health equity, and
many other subjects. One of the most impactful topics discussed was the integration of design
thinking in healthcare. Given the ever evolving and complex needs of patients, no two days at
work are ever the same for nurses. Each patient presents distinct challenges that require
thoughtful, individualized care. This day-to-day problem-solving fosters nurses to become
natural innovators. One powerful way to support this was to introduce a framework, design
thinking that aligns with the way nurses already think and work. While there are several ways to
solve the same problem, there are also many ways to think about how to solve the same problem.

Design thinking is a problem-solving approach that originated in the 1970s in fields such as
industrial and academic design, computer science, psychology, business, and engineering.” Over
recent years, design thinking has been increasingly integrated into the healthcare system due to
its emphasis on human-centered, practical innovation. Given the current challenges the
healthcare industry is facing, this new approach is gaining popularity. In fact, a title and abstract
search for "design thinking" through PubMed in 2007 yielded zero papers, but the same search
13 years later resulted in over 60 papers.” Unlike traditional approaches that focus solely on
fixing the problem itself, design thinking is solution-focused and centered on the individual.®
This ensures that innovations are not just new and novel but usable and meaningful to the people
they are designed for, typically patients, caregivers, or staff. The framework consists of five
phases — empathize, define, ideate, prototype, and test. When performing the empathize step,
nurses and healthcare team members set aside their own biases, observing and interviewing
patients to pinpoint the problems accurately, ensuring that the end user ultimately benefits. Once
they better understand the lens of the end user, they can more clearly define the challenge, create
innovative ideas, propose a process or model to address the issue, and test or measure outcomes.
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While listed in chronological order, the process is designed to be iterative and flexible, allowing
teams to revisit and refine ideas as they evolve.® The focus on empathy and adaptability makes it
a natural fit for nursing, where these traits are foundational to clinical care. When nurses focus
on the needs of those most affected by healthcare challenges, they are addressing real-life
problems in a practical, sustainable, and impactful way.

Many nurses remain unfamiliar with the design thinking framework despite the increasing
utilization in healthcare environments. ChristianaCare is working to change that by embracing
the idea of innovation and instilling it into its organizational culture. In addition to the externally
funded and internally developed Nursing Research Fellowship, two of Christiana Care’s nursing
leaders were selected to participate in the prestigious Johnson & Johnson Nursing Innovation
Fellowship in partnership with Penn Nursing and the Wharton School. Throughout this year-long
program, participants and their teams apply design thinking to address problems specific to their
practice areas, ultimately creating a more effective environment where nurses and patients can
thrive. With two of the system's top leaders participating in this fellowship, they exemplify
nursing’s innovative approach to problem-solving patient care issues. Nurses who know their
patients and the health care system are well-positioned to apply design thinking and drive the
change they want to see.

Nurses who are more equipped with the skills to address challenges proactively are more
engaged in their work and empowered to improve the work environment. They report increased
job satisfaction, reduced burnout, and improved desire to remain in their current role.”!°

Conclusion

Christiana’s Nursing Research Fellowship is one example of how offering nurses opportunities
to develop new skills and embrace change and innovation can make a difference. Introducing
these skills early in a nurse's career can foster a mindset that emphasizes patient-centered
solutions. Even for those who eventually transition away from the bedside, these skills extend
well beyond hospital walls, ultimately benefiting the nation’s health. Providing nurses with the
tools they need to think creatively, approach problems differently, and act proactively can lead to
significant health initiatives that address some of our most challenging issues in healthcare,
particularly the retention of our largest healthcare workforce and the most trusted profession.'!

My exposure to the Christiana Nursing Research Fellowship and the design thinking framework
has changed my image of nursing. Nursing goes far beyond the bedside. Nurses can be
researchers and innovators, solving complex problems related to patients and the healthcare
system. My experience through this fellowship has not only better equipped me to care for my
patients, but also opened my mind to future opportunities for my ongoing professional growth.

Ms. Rackie may be contacted at Hannah.rackie(@christianacare.org.

Acknowledgement

The authors would like to acknowledge the American Nurses Foundation Reimagining Nursing
Initiative for funding this fellowship, and ChristianaCare leadership for supporting this program.


mailto:Hannah.rackie@christianacare.org

Doi: 10.32481/djph.2025.09.17

References

1.

10.

1.

Sabine, N., & Gibbs, T. E. (2023, December 31). Unraveling healthcare shortages in
Delaware and charting a course for equity and resiliency. Delaware Journal of Public
Health, 9(5), 14—18. https://doi.org/10.32481/djph.2023.12.005 PubMed

Aiken, L. H., Clarke, S. P., Sloane, D. M., Sochalski, J., & Silber, J. H. (2002, October 23-
30). Hospital nurse staffing and patient mortality, nurse burnout, and job dissatisfaction.
JAMA, 288(16), 1987-1993. https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.288.16.1987 PubMed

Rosseter, R. (2024, April). Nursing workforce fact sheet. American Association of Colleges
of Nursing. https://www.aacnnursing.org/news-data/fact-sheets/nursing-workforce-fact-
sheet

U.S. Department of Labor. (2025, April 18). Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupation outlook
handbook: Registered nurses. https://www.bls.gov/ooh/healthcare/registered-nurses.htm

Hoover, M., Lucy, 1., & Mahoney, K. (2024, January 29). Data Deep Dive: 4 National
Nursing Crisis. U.S. Chamber of Commerce.
https://www.uschamber.com/workforce/nursing-workforce-data-center-a-national-nursing-
Crisis

Suran, M. (2023, October 24). Overworked and understaffed, more than 1 in 4 US nurses

say they plan to leave the profession. JAMA, 330(16), 1512—-1514.
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2023.10055 PubMed

Krolikowski, K. A., Bi, M., Baggott, C. M., Khorzad, R., Holl, J. L., & Kruser, J. M. (2022,
June). Design thinking to improve healthcare delivery in the intensive care unit: Promise,
pitfalls, and lessons learned. Journal of Critical Care, 69, 153999.
https://doi.org/10.1016/].jcrc.2022.153999 PubMed

Han, E. (2022, January 18). What is design thinking & why is it important? Harvard
Business School Online: Business Insights Blog. https://online.hbs.edu/blog/post/what-is-
design-thinking

Cicolini, G., Comparcini, D., & Simonetti, V. (2014, October). Workplace empowerment
and nurses’ job satisfaction: A systematic literature review. Journal of Nursing
Management, 22(7), 855—871. https://doi.org/10.1111/jonm.12028 PubMed

Gu, L., Wang, L., & Pan, B. (2022, November 11). Psychological empowerment and job
satisfaction in nurses: A systematic review and meta-analysis. Frontiers in Public Health,
10, 1022823. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2022.1022823 PubMed

Saad, B. L. (2025, March 27). Americans’ ratings of U.S. professions stay historically low.
Gallup.com. https://news.gallup.com/poll/655106/americans-ratings-professions- stay-
historically-low.aspx

Copyright (c) 2025 Delaware Academy of Medicine / Delaware Public Health Association.

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial
License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/) which permits unrestricted non-commercial use,
distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.


https://doi.org/10.32481/djph.2023.12.005
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/38283716
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.288.16.1987
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/12387650
https://www.aacnnursing.org/news-data/fact-sheets/nursing-workforce-fact-sheet
https://www.aacnnursing.org/news-data/fact-sheets/nursing-workforce-fact-sheet
https://www.uschamber.com/workforce/nursing-workforce-data-center-a-national-nursing-crisis
https://www.uschamber.com/workforce/nursing-workforce-data-center-a-national-nursing-crisis
https://doi.org/10.1001/jama.2023.10055
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/37792350
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcrc.2022.153999
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35104692
https://doi.org/10.1111/jonm.12028
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/25298049
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2022.1022823
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36438239

	Reimagining Nursing Through Innovation and Design Thinking
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Reimagining Nursing Through Innovation and Design Thinking
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgement
	References

