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Background 
Nursing shortage in Switzerland

• More nurses needed (expected rise of 29 % between
2019 to 2035) (Merçay, Grünig & Dolder, 2021)

• Only 2/3 of demand is covered by nurses trained in 
Switzerland (Merçay, Grünig & Dolder, 2021)

• Higher exit rate for nurses compared to other health
professions
(nurses 43 %; medical doctors with 31 %) 
(Lobsiger & Liechti, 2021)

Merçay, C., Grünig, A., & Dolder, P. (2021). Gesundheitspersonal in der Schweiz – Nationaler Versorgungsbericht 2021. Bestand, Bedarf, Angebot  und Massnahmen zur 
Personalsicherung (Obsan Bericht 03/2021). Neuchâtel: Schweizerisches Gesundheitsobservatorium.
Lobsiger, M., & Liechti, D. (2021). Berufsaustritte und Bestand von Gesundheitspersonal in der Schweiz. Eine Analyse auf Basis der Strukturerhebungen 2016–2018 (Obsan Bericht 
01/2021). Neuchâtel: Schweizerisches Gesundheitsobservatorium.



Aims and Method

• Professional careers of tertiary level nurses in 
Switzerland after graduation?

• Reasons for leaving profession?

• Expectations to professional future?

 Longitudinal study
 1 cohort of nurses graduating 2011/12
 3 waves (end of studies, 1 year, 6 years)
 Online questionnaires (instruments in 

collaboration with study to health care 
assistants by SFUVET)

 Mainly descriptive analysis



Data collection
Recruitment for 3rd wave

Preliminary information and invitations
• Website with information (video) and contact form
• E-mail to addresses from preliminary surveys (W1 

and W2)
• Postal letters
• Notices in media and newsletters (e.g. OdaSanté)
• Mails to alumni
• School websites
• Social media (eg. Facebook post with video)

Online survey
• 4 reminders ( 66% participation 2nd to 3rd wave)
• Phone call as final reminder to not participating

respondents that gave phone numbers short
questionnaire (24 additional respondents)



Data

CHE G 940
CHE I  95
CHE F 0

BSc D 93
BSc I  40
BSc F 469

Graduates
2011 / 2012

CHE G 718
CHE I  31

BSc D 72
BSc I  32
BSc F 276

Wave 1
End of studies
2011 / 2012

CHE G 407
CHE I  14
BSc D 56
BSc I  13
BSc F 129

Wave 2
1 year after 
graduation
2012 / 2013

CHE D 396
CHE I  22

BSc D 49
BSc I  14
BSc F 128

Wave 3
6 years after 
graduation
2017/2018

100 % ~1640 69 % ~1120 38 % ~620 37 % ~620 
1 CHE – College of Higher Education (Höhere Fachschule, École supérieure)



Results
Participants

Socio-demographic variables: 
• 93 % female
• 4 % with children during studies
• 29 % having children 6 years after graduation

Region and degrees
• French speaking:   1/1 BSc (21 % of participants)
• German speaking:  1/10 BSc (8 % of part.)  9/10 CHE   (65 % of part.)
• Italien speaking:      4/10  BSc (2 % of part.)   6/10 CHE  (4 % of part.) 

♀♂

1 CHE – College of Higher Education (Höhere Fachschule, École supérieure)



Results:
Situation six years after graduation

General situation 6 years after graduation (n=609) Valid percent

Employed 73 %

Employed and in (further) education 22 %

Studies or further education but no employment 1 %

Neither employment nor studies 4 %



Results: 
Working situation six years after graduation

Working situation 6 years after graduation (n=609) %
Nursing without special tasks or functions 38 %

Nursing with additional responsibilities 18 %
Nursing Experts (Anesthesia, emergancy, intensiv care, 
or other nursing experts) 16 %

Professional trainer or teacher 9 %
Management 5 %
Other, but nursing studies required 4 %
No employment* 5 %
Working outside of nursing 5 %
* Mainly family break (4% ) or full time studies (1 %) 



Results: Part-time work six year after 
graduation

Employment percentage (for those still working as nurses)
• mean value 83 % 
• 40 % of nurses work part-time 80 % or less

Reasons for working part-time (multiple answers)
• 48% more time for private life / family
• 42% care responsibilities; housework; family
• 30% full-time too physically or mentally demanding







Results: Change as the norm in the first
years after graduation

• ¾ changed job between 1st and 6th year

• Ø 2.6 jobs in six years

• ½  of jobs lasted less then 2 years

• 28 % of the jobs lasted less then 1 year

• 72 % antend or finished further or continuing education



Results: Transitions between fields
Analysis in extended dataset with health care assistants (conducted by SFUVET)

Datatset with healthcare assitants and 
nurses 1 year and 5-6 year after 
graduation:
• long term care loses persons
• main transitions from long term care 

and form other fields to acute
hospitals

Acute hospital

Other fields

Long term care

Psychiatry
Rehabilitation

Field of work 1st job

Home care

Field of work job 5-6 <ears after graduation



Results: Reasons for already leaving nursing
(mulitresponse) N=26 

New job has / is … Percent of
Cases

Better working hours 62 %

Better conditions for reconciliation of job and family 42 %

Mentaly less strainful 31 %

Physically less strainful 27 %

  



Results:
Intention to stay (n=547)

10

4050

No, I have already left the profession or am considering it
due to other interests.

Yes, I can imagine staying under the existing conditions.

Yes, but the current situation in nursing must change for
this to happen.



Results: Expected changes in situation to 
stay in nursing in upcoming 10 years

1. Salary (87 %) 
2. Conditions reconciliation work and family (72 %)
3. Less time pressure at work (62 %)
4. Better support by management (57 %)

(n=221; due to an error in a filter only those who indicated that they would stay in the profession even when nothing changes got this question)



Results: Suggestions for improving
conditions for  reconciliation work and 
family (Question was asked to respondants indication that amelioration is expected)

Categories derived from short text answers (n=129)
Proportion 

of 
responses

Offer low-percentage part-time models 41 %
More regularity in working days and work planning 40 %
Flexibility and consideration of wishes 33 %

Suitable care services (e.g. costs, compatibility with shift work) 23 %



Results: Suggestions for improving situation
regarding working hours
(Question was asked to respondants indication that amelioration is expected)

Categories derived from short text answers
(n=84)

Proportion 
of 

responses
Optimization of shift planning 63 %
More regularity in shifts and working days 58 %
Improvement in working conditions and terms of employment 32 %

Fixed shift work, reduction in shifts and weekend work 10 %



Results: Sugestions for improvement in 
management
(Question was asked when respondants indication that amelioration is expected)

Categories derived from short text answers
(n=96)

Proportion of 
responses

More visibility and communication 39 %
Positioning regarding the conflict between 
economic efficiency vs. quality of care

38 %

Involvement of employees 27 %

More recognition and appreciation 21 %



Results: Missmatch between reality
and expectations

1. Time private life
2. Reconciliation

work and family
3. Meaningfullnes
4. …
5. Learn new things
6. Good salary
7. …

8. Job oportunities
9. …
10. …
11. …
12. …

1. Job oportunities
2. Learn new things
3. Meaningfullnes
4. …
5. …
6. …
7. …
8. …
9. …

10. Reconciliation
work family

11. Time private life
12. Good salary

Expectations Reality



Results: Mismatch between expectatins
and assessement nursing profession
(n = 585)



Results: Correlations between mismatch in 
expectations and satisfaction or exit

Discrepancies between expectations
and reality

Satisfaction with
professional situation

(Spearman’s rho)

Thougts of leaving
profession

(Spearman’s rho)

Reconciliation work and family -.293** .194**

Time for private life -.275** .223**

Meaningfullness of work -.275** .190**
Fully use skills -.273** .228**
….
Earning a good salary -.190** .190**



Results survey one year after graduation:
Entry into profession

7% 13% 16% 13% 8% 9% 7% 12% 9% 4% 3%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Proportion of participants

All in all, how did you experience your entry into the profession as a nurse? 

1 = without problems 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 = difficult

Categories derived from short text answers to challenges experienced
entering professional life (n=595). 

Proportion of 
respondents

Responsibility 37 %
Not enough practical expertise 30 %
To be on your own 22 %
Change of role between student at nurse 21 %

37 %

16 %



Discussion

Strengths

• Detailed information to first years of professional careers of one cohort of
nurses.

Limitations

• Narrow focus on situation until six years after graduation of one cohort
graduation 2011/12  other topics could be relevant in later career. 

• Possible selection bias: Nurses that already left nursing may be
underrepresented in the second and third wave.



Discussion:

Starting points for measures to increase retention and 
reduce exit from the profession 
• high intention of caregivers to remain in the profession if 

the situation improves, 
• compatibility between work and private or family life,
• the mostly unfulfilled professional expectations for the 

future,
• high workload and its impact on private life and health,
• recognition of care by management and through higher 

wages and
• transitions between fields of work and between studies 

and professional life



Some conclusions
How to increase retention?

Support for reconcilliation of work and family life
• One of two reasons for leaving nursing
• One of the two main requirement for change for staying
• Main reason for working part time

Ideas suggested by participants
 Offer low-percentage part-time models
 More regularity in working days and work planning
 Flexibility and consideration of wishes
 Suitable care services (e.g. costs, compatibility with shift work)



Some conclusions
How to increase retention?

Improve working conditions
• Working hours as one ot two main reasons for leaving
• Time pressure, mental and physical strain as important reasons for part-

time work or leaving the profession

Ideas suggested by participants to working hours
 Optimization of shift planning 
 More regularity in shifts and working days



Some conclusions
How to increase retention?

Improve recognition
• 87% expect improvement in salary for staying in the profession
• 57 % expect a better support by management

Ideas suggested by participants regarding management
 More visibility and communication
 Positioning regarding the conflict between 

economic efficiency vs. quality of care



Good news from the field: 
Less shortage in hospitals in the city of
Zurich after measures to improve retention

Reduction of turnover rate from 16% to 10 % in one year
(Tagesanzeiger, 15.11.2023) after introduction of a package of
measures to reduce turnover and increase retention in the
city of Zurich with elements as:
 More flexibility in work planing and working time models (involement

in planing, models for low-percentage part-time-work)
 Higher salary (10% more for 70% of staff)
 Creation of a staff pool to reduce pressure
 Improvement in organisation focusing on  skill grade mix 
 Empowerment through further education and career planing

(Stadt Zürich – Stadtratsbeschluss, 08.11.2023)

https://www.tagesanzeiger.ch/fachkraeftemangel-in-zuerich-so-gelang-es-dem-stadtspital-den-pflegenotstand-zu-entschaerfen-872697497218

https://www.tagesanzeiger.ch/fachkraeftemangel-in-zuerich-so-gelang-es-dem-stadtspital-den-pflegenotstand-zu-entschaerfen-872697497218
https://www.stadt-zuerich.ch/content/dam/stzh/portal/Deutsch/Stadtrat%20%26%20Stadtpraesident/Publikationen%20und%20Broschueren/Stadtratsbeschluesse/2023/Nov/3223%20Bericht%20St%c3%a4rkung%20Pflege%2c%20November%202023.pdf
https://www.tagesanzeiger.ch/fachkraeftemangel-in-zuerich-so-gelang-es-dem-stadtspital-den-pflegenotstand-zu-entschaerfen-872697497218


Soursces of pictures, icons & symbols:
• ZHAW Dep.G:  students; nurses
• Katrin Simonet: team meeting
• Sonja Langford: clock (unsplas.com)
• Schedule: Laura Reen (CC BY 3.0)
• Kids: Gustavo Rezende at Pixabay
• Regions Switzerland: BFS
• Family: Chanut is Industries (CC BY 3.0)
• Hobby: Wichai.Wi (CC BY 3.0)

Thank you for your attention
Questions?

Contact: 
rene.schaffert@zhaw.ch

Link to final report (in German with 
English and French Summary: 

https://doi.org/10.21256/zhaw-3132

https://doi.org/10.21256/zhaw-3132
https://digitalcollection.zhaw.ch/handle/11475/23560
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