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Purpose: To examine the relationship between the use of supplemental nurses and outcomes of 

hospitalized adults. 

Background:  Using supplemental nurses to fill gaps in nurse staffing is common practice among U.S. 

hospitals.   

 Despite their widespread use, only a few empirical studies have examined the effects of 

using supplemental nurses on the outcomes of hospitalized adults. 

 Findings from these studies have been inconsistent. 

 Although current levels of supplemental nurse use might be relatively low because of 

the economic downturn, hospitals’ use of supplemental nurses is expected to rise in 

response to projected nursing shortages. This could increase the importance of the 

impact of supplemental nurse use on hospital quality of care in the coming years. 

Methods:  The researchers used a retrospective multilevel longitudinal study design to analyze 

hospital administrative data from 19 hospital units, including 15 adult medical, surgical, 

or step-down units, and 4 intensive care units (ICUs) in a large tertiary medical center in 

the Northeast. 

 The researchers collected retrospective hospital data for the years 2003 to 2006 (the 

most current data at the time of data collection). 

Key 

Findings: 
 The proportion of total RN hours provided by supplemental nurses varied greatly over 

time, ranging from 0 to 30.4 percent per unit per quarter.  

 Supplemental nurses were used in 61.8 percent of the unit quarters observed.  

 Among the 188 unit quarters in which supplemental nurses were used, on average, 9.8 

percent of the RN hours were provided by supplemental nurses in non-ICUs and 6.4 

percent were provided in ICUs. 

 Results suggest that hospitals’ use of supplemental nurses had no significant negative 

impact on patient outcomes. 
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