SKILLS INDEX

How hospitals can fill the gaps
left by CNL training
K E Y TA K E AWAY S
1/		In the rapidly evolving healthcare industry, the clinical nurse leader (CNL) will play a
pivotal role in implementing new strategies, coordinating care, and leading change.
2/		Although CNLs are well prepared for managing patient care, research indicates that many
lack the soft skills and technology acumen needed to excel in this dynamic environment.
3/		Providers should reassess their training programs and look to best practices outside of
the industry to ensure their CNLs are well equipped to tackle the challenges ahead.

As the front line of healthcare, nurses have only grown in importance. The role has become ever more complex
in recent years, however: nurses today must have not only the skills to administer care but also an understanding
of how their actions contribute to their provider’s efficiency and outcomes. In addition, the advent of a more
patient-centric approach means that nurses are increasingly the face of care and a vital element of a provider’s
reputation. In recognition of the evolving healthcare landscape and its unique challenges, the American
Association of Colleges of Nursing (AACN) developed the clinical nurse leader (CNL) role in 2003, the first new
nursing occupation since the nurse practitioner role was defined in the 1960s. The AACN laid out seven essential
competencies for CNLs and has developed curriculum guidelines to promote their development.1
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The CNL role was designed to bring a generalist perspective to particular clinical specialties as well as a
specialist lens to process improvement, efficiency, and management. CNLs coordinate care within a discrete
unit, integrate technology and innovations in care approaches, and provide care to patients in complex
situations. Many providers have committed funding for nurses interested in pursuing additional training and
certification to become a CNL. Despite these efforts and the rigor of the AACN curriculum, the sheer range
of skills needed to excel in this position has resulted in a skills gap for many CNLs. Indeed, the Strayer@
Work Skills Index highlights areas where CNLs typically fall short—particularly in soft management skills and
technology. Providers seeking to address this issue should look to other industries and incorporate best
practices on professional development in these areas.

NURSING’S CONTINUED EVOLUTION
Since the introduction of the CNL role in 2003, the healthcare industry has undergone a tectonic shift.
Although the industry was behind the curve in integrating technology into its operations, it has been rapidly
making up ground. In 2009, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) authorized $34 billion
to drive the adoption of certified electronic medical records (EMRs), leading providers to incorporate an
unprecedented degree of digital technology into their operations.2 Continued technological advancements,
such as the growing ubiquity of the tablet, have presented new opportunities for practitioners to go digital.
Further, the proliferation of wearable devices and sensors has the potential to alter everything from patient
intake to monitoring and treatment regimens.
The underlying care model is also being reassessed. The passage of the Patient Protection and Affordable
Care Act of 2010 (Obamacare) has, among other things, placed a greater emphasis on efficiency, costs, and
patient outcomes. Payers and providers are experimenting with a range of strategies, such as outcomesbased payment structures, to improve care quality while reducing costs. On the consumer side, patients are
exerting more control over their care choices, including gathering more information on providers.
CNLs are at the epicenter of many of these issues: they are tasked with implementing strategies, which
have an impact on decision-making processes and the coordination of care. Further, they are responsible
for redesigning processes to enable greater efficiency and using technology to support care delivery. In this
capacity, CNLs function as lead change agents by communicating new processes and protocols, connecting
care delivery to the organization’s high-level goals, and administering training programs for other nurses.

TWO SKILL SETS ARE CRUCIAL TO THE WORK OF
C N L S — B U T A R E I N S H O R T S U P P LY
This environment has put a premium on two areas—interprofessional collaboration and technology. CNLs with
these capabilities are in short supply at a time when qualified leaders have never been more critical.
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CNLs with capabilities in interprofessional collaboration and
technology are in short supply at a time when qualified leaders
have never been more critical.
INTERPROFESSIONAL COLLABORATION
The AACN outlines the skills CNLs need to “create an understanding and appreciation among healthcare
team members of similarities and differences in role characteristics and contributions of nursing and other
team members.” However, a recent study by the State of Rhode Island indicated that healthcare employers
overwhelmingly perceive nursing candidates to be lacking soft management skills such as conflict resolution,
listening, and teamwork, among others. The study highlighted the lack of emphasis on soft skills in most
healthcare curriculums as the source of the problem. The Strayer@Work Skills Index indicates a significant
shortfall among the demand for candidates with these soft skills and the supply of qualified talent.

THE HARD TRUTH ON SOFT SKILLS
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TECHNOLOGY
The CNL curriculum includes a focus on the application of information technology, analytics, and evaluation
methods to support operational improvements, patient diagnosis and monitoring, and process efficiency.
However, the rapid pace of technology changes, initiatives to adopt EMRs, and implementation and
management of ICD-105 seem to play a huge role in the skills gap in healthcare. CNLs must become
conversant in new technologies and understand how to apply them to support care delivery, but the Skills
Index found a shortage of candidates with the required level of expertise in analysis (53 percent) and process
improvement (31 percent), two skills for which technology is an integral component.
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CLOSING THE GAP
The industry shortfall in the areas of interprofessional collaboration and technology presents some
fundamental challenges for healthcare providers and their employees. Since these skills are also essential
elements for organizations outside of healthcare, clinicians who are seeking effective training programs
might look to other industries for greater insight. For example, companies across industries still use Toyota’s
lean production techniques as a touchstone for process redesign and efficiency improvements. Healthcare
executives could take a similar approach by adopting best practices on leadership and management. On
technology, providers might seek to mirror tech-savvy companies that have used software tools to gain
greater visibility into their operations. To capture the greatest benefit, executives should take a holistic
approach to ensure that CNLs have the requisite skills in technology, process redesign, and management.
By addressing these issues, healthcare executives can ensure that their investment in training delivers the
expected impact. Getting it right will pay off for nurses at all levels as well as for the patients they serve.
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