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ELEVEN HEALTHCARE TRENDS FOR 2021

Pandemic’s influence on strategy, talent  
management to extend throughout year.

The major disruptions from the coronavirus crisis are reflected throughout the findings of the just-completed 

Survey Report from AMN Leadership Solutions. The comprehensive survey ranged across AMN’s four talent 

management pillars (Figure 1) and addressed current and longstanding industry concerns. The responses 

are distilled here into 11 trends for 2021. 

Leaders’ outlooks are positive but guarded, with concern about regulation such as telehealth reimbursement. 

Dominant strategies will be directed toward restoring pre-pandemic revenue and supporting the workforce. 

While employee engagement improved in 2020, serious clinician burnout concerns remain. Leaders will 

also face a challenging recruitment and staffing environment. 

Other notable themes derived from this year’s analysis:

• COVID-19’s 2021 financial consequences will be far-

reaching, with the economy an uncertain and complicated 

backdrop.

• Varying remote workforce return-to-work strategies will 

be deployed. 

• Meaningful retention risks exist despite the prevailing 

labor market.

• The emerging digital workforce is pressing organizations 

to adopt an enterprise talent management perspective.

KEY FINDINGS

• Healthcare executives rated provider burnout as potentially the most disruptive force hospitals and 

health systems face in the next three years. 

• 81% of organizations were impacted by the pandemic “a great deal” or “a lot.” Financial distress was 

uppermost, with leaders citing “tremendous volume loss” and “heavy financial burdens.”
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• Only 12% of organizations expect a complete return to in-person work in 2021.

• 63% of executives as strongly or somewhat optimistic about the industry’s 2021 prospects.

• More than one-third of executives are considering leaving during the next year, even with the 

coronavirus crisis in effect.

• 28% of executives indicated that they feel like they have to leave their current organization in order 

to advance.

• 72% of executives would consider leaving their organization for the right opportunity, highlighting 

the continued risk of the “passive candidate”.

• Filling executive vacancies with quality candidates is extremely or very challenging for 46% of Survey 

Report respondents and moderately challenging for 36%.

• Executives ranked four leadership attributes as most needing cultivation for 2021: Vision/Strategy, 

Communication Skills, Agility (up significantly from last year), and Integrity.

• Only 47% of leaders could definitively say that people from all backgrounds were encouraged to 

advance in their organization.

ABOUT THE SURVEY

The 2021 Healthcare Leadership Survey Report was conducted in November - December 2020. Valid 

responses were received from 550 hospital and health system executives. Key demographics include:

• 56% female, 41% male.

• 38% C-suite/Trustee, 9% VP, 53% Director/Manager.

• 11% Physician Leaders.

• Ages from 28 to 80 with a mean of 54.

• 45% have worked at their organizations for more than 10 years and 22% for 3 or fewer.

• 80% white, 4% Black, 5% Latino/Hispanic, 4% Asian.

• 88% hospitals and 12% health systems.

Survey data was supplemented by independent research to extend and add context to the findings. This is 

a continuation of the annual B.E. Smith survey of healthcare leaders, now in it’s 8th year.

LINGERING COVID-19 IMPACT WILL  
HEAVILY INFLUENCE 2021 PLANNING

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the Survey Report found that 81% of organizations were impacted by the pandemic 

“a great deal” or “a lot.” Financial distress was uppermost, with leaders citing “tremendous volume loss” 

and “heavy financial burdens.” Margins fell precipitously and needed government support to limit the 

damage. One survey suggested that 84% of health system CFOs expect 2021 operating margins to be well 

below plan.1 Fitch Ratings predicts margins will not stabilize until a vaccine is widespread.2

1 B. Broome, “The Financial Impact of COVID-19 on Health Systems and How CFOs Are Responding,” McKinsey & Company research, June 3, 2020.
2 A. Ellison, “Fitch: Nonprofit Hospital Margins Unlikely to Recover Until COVID-19 Vaccine,” Becker’s Hospital CFO Report, July 17, 2020.
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Other industry segments felt major shocks. A Physician’s Foundation/Merritt Hawkins survey revealed that 

8% of physicians closed practices due to COVID-19, and 59% believed there will be a significant reduction 

in independent practices.3 Nursing homes were especially hard hit: 66% predicted closure within one year.4 

Organizations reacted by cutting budgets, furloughing workers, and tightly managing cash flow. One 

respondent said “the financial hit will follow us into 2021 and we will have tough choices.” Some believe 

full financial stabilization is 3-5 years away.5 

MANAGING REMOTE WORK-
FORCE A PRIORITY

As the crisis unfolded, substantial numbers of employees – 

both clinical and administrative – shifted to remote work to 

adhere to social distancing mandates. Seventy-nine percent 

of Survey Report respondents currently maintain a remote 

workforce in some capacity, some at 30% or more of total 

staff.

As Figure 2 shows, the great majority anticipate executing 

a partial return to on-premises work, with only 12% a 

complete return and more than one in ten none.

These results may be a harbinger of a permanent “hybrid 

workforce” deployed flexibly across locations. Employers 

must allay various staff fears, nicely summarized in the results 

of a cross-industry study (Figure 3).6

3 A. Ellison, “Fitch: Nonprofit Hospital Margins Unlikely to Recover Until COVID-19 Vaccine,” Becker’s Hospital CFO Report, July 17, 2020.
4 AHCA and NCAL, State Of Nursing Home Industry: Facing Financial Crisis And Staffing Challenges Fact Sheet, December 2020.
5 Huron Consulting, Huron 2020 Healthcare Executive Research: Accelerating Stability and Growth, 2020.
6 Capgemini, The Future of Work: From Remote to Hybrid, 2020.

EMPLOYEE FEARS ABOUT REMOTE WORKINGFIGURE 3

52%56%

54%

54%

54%

fear that remote work will create a 
pressure to remain available for 
work at all times

fear that they would be penalized if 
their productivity drops temporarily

fear that remote work will hamper 
their career growth in organization

fear that their position will be 
under threat as their organization 
can source talent globally

fear that remote work will shrink 
their network both inside and outside 
the organization

Source: Capgemini Research Institute, Remote workforce survey, September–October 2020, N=5,016 employees.
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HEALTHCARE ECONOMIC ENVIRONMENT  
COMPLICATED BY PANDEMIC

COVID-19’s tremors reverberated throughout the U.S. economy. National health expenditures plummeted 

20% in April and 10% in May. Hospital spending remained down 2% through October.7 Pricing power 

increased, but the markedly lower utilization negated that advantage.8

National unemployment soared. Through December, just over half of the 22 million jobs lost had been 

recovered and the unemployment rate stood at 6.7%. Job loss can only fuel health affordability concerns and 

avoidance of needed medical treatment. Insurance has been a persistent issue. Studies calculate 12.5% of 

adults as uninsured and 21% underinsured.9 For those covered, average annual family premium obligations 

are $5,588, climbing in excess of wage growth.10 The percentage with deductibles of $1,000 and up is 46%.11

The economic headwinds create a high degree of 2021 planning uncertainty. Consensus forecasts of 4%+ 

GDP growth and 5-6% unemployment are contingent on the success of mass vaccinations and return to 

normal economic behavior.

2021 INDUSTRY OUTLOOK:  
MAINTAINING POSITIVE BUT GUARDED VIEW

The Survey Report recorded 63% of executives as strongly or somewhat optimistic about the industry’s 

2021 prospects. Many referenced vaccines as a catalyst. Twenty-one percent were negative. Representative 

comments convey the range of positive, cautious, and concerned views:  

• The pandemic has created new opportunities. We are learning different, more efficient ways to deliver 

healthcare.

• We are better positioned to respond to a changing landscape.

• It depends on how much innovation is embraced.

• It will be 2 to 3 years before healthcare recovers.

• There is lack of clarity on national policy direction, workforce shortages, and declining reimbursements. 

7 Altarum Center for Value in Health Care, “Health Sector Economic Indicators,” Spending Brief, December 15, 2020.
8 Altarum Center for Value in Health Care, “Health Sector Economic Indicators,” Price Brief, December 15, 2020.
9 Commonwealth Fund, U.S. Health Insurance Coverage in 2020: A Looming Crisis in Affordability, Survey Brief, August 2020.
10 Kaiser Family Foundation, 2020 Employer Health Benefits Survey: Summary of Findings, October 8,2020.
11 Commonwealth Fund, U.S. Health Insurance Coverage in 2020: A Looming Crisis in Affordability, Survey Brief, August 2020.

Extension of full
telehealth reimbursement 39%

PPE inventory mandates 16%

Information system
interoperability 15%

Multistate clinician licensure 13%

Price transparency 13%

Other 4%

FIGURE 4 GREATEST 2021 REGULATION IMPACT
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As the last comment implies, healthcare’s legislative/regulatory environment colors executive perceptions. 

Regulations anticipated to have the greatest 2021 impact are displayed in Figure 4. Telehealth’s recent 

meteoric growth is clearly reflected in the strength of response for extending liberalized reimbursement 

for virtual visits. Most doctors (72%) in another survey felt widespread use of telemedicine depended on 

reimbursement levels remaining comparable to traditional visits.12

Closely connected to telehealth, multistate clinician licensure is fourth on the list. Governments temporarily 

waived restrictions on providers treating patients across state lines. Many believe a permanent waiver is 

essential to telehealth growth. States have formed an Interstate Medical Licensure Compact, and over 30 

have entered the Enhanced Nursing Licensure Compact.13 (Figure 5)

Major political issues loom as well. Perhaps the biggest is how the Supreme Court will rule on the 

challenge to the Affordable Care Act’s individual mandate, potentially invalidating the entire law and 

altering industry economics.

REVENUE GROWTH, WORKFORCE  
SAFETY/SUPPORT LEAD 2021 STRATEGIES

The crisis also framed strategic priorities for 2021. Leaders are generally upbeat about their organizations’ 

health, with 59% of survey respondents expecting improvement. This figure represents a 6-point increase 

from 2020, a strong showing given that 81% described the magnitude of COVID-19’s impact as “a great 

deal” or “a lot.” Optimism may be bolstered by the perception that their organizations have done an 

excellent (45%) or good (44%) job in crisis response. This sanguine view is likely to be tested in early 2021 

as the surge in coronavirus cases continues and as organizations face what one leader called “a sense of 

extreme fatigue.”

Eighteen percent anticipate a worse year for their organizations. Some observers have asserted that 

the crisis has reinforced a bifurcated hospital market of “haves and have nots” with recovery especially 

difficult for many.  

12 The Physicians Foundation, 2020 Survey of America’s Physicians: COVID-19 Impact Edition, August 2020.
13 American Hospital Association, 2021 Environmental Scan, December 2020.

NLC state

Pending NLC legislation

Partial NLC implementation

Currently no action

FIGURE 5

5

http://www.LeadershipSolutions.AMNHealthcare.com


2021 Healthcare Trends Survey Report AMNHealthcare.com

© Copyright AMN Healthcare 2021 7

What strategies will be pursued? The top four responses were:

• Full recovery of deferred elective and other procedures: 39% 

• Service line expansion: 27%

• Telehealth growth: 19%

• Expanded consumer marketing: 8%

The leading response shows the desire to “get back to the starting line” in order to regain growth 

momentum. Adding service lines opens new top-line sources and competitive advantages. In fact, the 

combined responses of service line and consumer marketing expansion show that one-third regard more 

aggressive market development as a strategic imperative.

Telehealth deserves special mention. Most foresee strong increased usage, again assuming full 

reimbursement support. A McKinsey analysis projected a 113% compound annual growth rate through 

2022.14 That firm also calculates that telehealth could be a $250 billion opportunity.15

The Survey Report data also uncovered a set of 2021 strategies aimed directly at the safety, wellbeing, and 

support of the workforce. Figure 6 identifies the initiatives, dominated by protective equipment policies 

(92%) and use of flexible schedules (54%). These strategies are prompting an assessment of whether 

traditional supply chain and staffing models that emphasize cost minimization need to be revamped. One 

observer foresees migration from “just-in-time” to “just-in-case” management.16

ENGAGEMENT POSITIVE DESPITE PANDEMIC,  
BUT SIGNIFICANT CLINICIAN BURNOUT ISSUES REMAIN

AMN leadership research regularly tracks workforce engagement issues. Job satisfaction is one key 

indicator. The Survey Report ascertained that 41% are extremely satisfied and 48% somewhat satisfied, in 

14 S. Singhal and C. Repasky, “The Great Acceleration in Healthcare: Six Trends to Heed,” McKinsey & Company blog, September 9, 2020.
15 McKinsey & Company, Telehealth: A Quarter-Trillion-Dollar Post-COVID-19 Reality? May 2020.
16 N. Christakis, “Long Shadow of Pandemic,” Wall Street Journal, Oct 17, 2020.

PPE policies and practices 92%

Flexible schedules 54%

COVID-19 hazard pay 39%

Paid leave 36%

Mental health 35%

On-site childcare 9%

Other 8%

FIGURE 6 STAFF SAFETY & WELLBEING EFFORTS
(percentage of organization that implemented the following policies in 2020)
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line with the 2020 data and impressive 

given the pandemic. Results were also 

favorable for satisfaction with one’s 

organization, with 36% at extremely 

and 47% somewhat satisfied. 

Engagement by role is likewise 

illuminating. Figure 7 exhibits the 

perceptions for physicians, nurses, 

and leadership. The latter group was 

deemed highly engaged by 76% 

and moderately engaged by 21%. 

For physicians and nurses, high and 

moderate came in at only mid-forties 

percentages. Those clinician numbers, 

though, are up sharply from the 

previous two years. One surmise is 

that battling COVID-19 has pulled 

many clinicians together generating 

incremental engagement improvement.

Note that this data chiefly reflects leaders’ views. A number of clinicians themselves see dissatisfaction, 

disengagement, and burnout as an increasingly substantial problem that the pandemic has worsened. 

Recent research revealed that 58 percent of physicians often have feelings of burnout, compared to 40 

percent in 2018.17 AMN Healthcare’s 2019 RN survey saw 44% saying they often feel like quitting.18  

Combatting the problem will be a high priority, especially since 36% of surveyed executives designated 

clinician issues as the most potentially disruptive industry force over the next three years.

Despite the grave negative financial impact of Covid-19, healthcare executives rated provider burnout as 

potentially the most disruptive force hospitals and health systems face in the next three years, even more 

disruptive than financial pressures.  This underlines the severe negative impact Covid-19 has had on physicians, 

nurses and many other healthcare providers.  Provider burnout and retention were major challenges facing 

hospitals and health systems prior to the pandemic, which has only exacerbated this issue.

MEANINGFUL TALENT RETENTION AND MOBILITY RISKS 

Employee and clinician retention will be a focal point as the crisis subsides. Engagement is one marker, but 

further context is derived from identifying the variables that most influence intent to remain. The Survey 

Report ranking was:

• Organizational culture: 44% 

• Colleagues: 43%

• Compensation package: 37%

17 The Physicians Foundation, 2020 Survey of America’s Physicians: COVID-19 Impact Edition, Part Two, September 2020.
18 AMN Healthcare, Survey of Registered Nurses, 2019.

Leadership  Nurse  Physician

48% 43%76% 44% 48%21% 8% 9%3%

High Medium Low

VARYING PERCEIVED ENGAGEMENT LEVELS BY ROLE

FIGURE 7
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Culture frequently heads this list. The role of colleagues jumped 8 points from last year, while decreases 

were incurred in the job flexibility and career potential categories. In a crisis mode, staff likely assign higher 

value to peer relationships and understand that flexibility and advancement paths may be constricted. The 

complexity of retention management is underscored by the strong response across all six factors.

Advancement potential is a key variable in the retention decision matrix. In line with last year, 23% said they 

are on an advancement track and 28% must leave to advance. While the prevalence of senior executives at the 

top of their organizations accounts for a good portion of the “must leave” cohort, other respondents pointed 

to “downsizing/merging of roles,” “prioritizing the longest employed,” “not promoting from within,” or “not 

having succession planning in place.” Nurse advancement is a particularly timely concern. An independent 

survey found that 28% of nurses believe they have fewer career options than prior to the pandemic.19

To help leaders assess mobility and retention risks, the Survey Report annually inquires about job change 

likelihood. Six percent are considering an immediate change, 9% within six months, and 21% with a one 

year horizon. That constitutes more than one-third of executives possibly leaving during the next year, even 

with the coronavirus crisis in effect.

Further risk is evidenced by the finding that 72% with no current plans would consider leaving for the 

“right opportunity.” The mobility threat from these “passive candidates” is a real one: 66% of respondents 

were approached with a credible opportunity within the past six months and 11% pursued it.

RECRUITMENT AND STAFFING REMAIN CHALLENGING

Staffing will vex organizations throughout 2021 as they grapple with the fallout from extensive layoffs 

and furloughs and pursuit of recovery. At November, healthcare had lost 500,000 jobs from February with 

hospital employment down 2%.20 Notwithstanding these declines, talent acquisition challenges endure. 

One hurdle is leadership hiring. Filling executive vacancies with quality candidates is extremely or very 

challenging for 46% of Survey Report respondents and moderately challenging for 36%.

Though it might appear counterintuitive given the pandemic’s effects, another struggle is persistent 

shortages in key areas. The need is acute for front-line clinical and support people to handle coronavirus 

cases. By mid-November, 22% of all hospitals were experiencing staffing shortages - up to 35% in several 

states.21 The Survey Report survey found that 2021 shortages are heavily expected in clinical roles, with 

83% naming nursing and 30% physicians. (Figure 8) Notably mentioned in “Other” were respiratory 

therapists and lab staff.

19 University of Phoenix, “Nurses Report an Improved Work-Life Balance, Even in the Time of COVID-19,” Phoenix News, October 27, 2020.
20 Altarum Center for Value in Health Care, “Health Sector Economic Indicators,” Labor Brief, December 15, 2020.
21 A. Madrigal, “Hospitals Can’t Go on Like This,” The Atlantic, November 17, 2020.

Other 24%

Leadership 14%

Physicians 30%

Nursing staff 83%

FIGURE 8 SHORTAGES PROJECTED FOR 2021
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Independent studies have documented supply issues:

• Projected deficit of up to 139,000 physicians by 2033.22

• Retirements loom as one-third of active doctors will be over age 65 in the next decade.23

• Only 500,000 new nurses will be in the pipeline by 2026 against a total need of 2 million.24  

• A multi-year upward trend toward more physicians choosing locum tenens work.25

• 20% of the nursing workforce planning to retire in the next five years.26

• Recruitment complications from non-traditional retail competition, immigration restrictions, and 

delayed residency programs.27

To augment recruiting in this environment, 46% of organizations surveyed for the Survey Report turned to 

external firms for staffing solutions. Nearly all had previously deployed this approach, making it easier to 

leverage as the urgency of the crisis hit. What services were sought? Obtaining nursing help was utilized 

by an overwhelming 92%. Another 25% sourced physicians. Other outside assistance was workforce 

technology (13%), leadership help (13%), and managed talent services (7%).

PANDEMIC BRINGING KEY LEADERSHIP  
COMPETENCIES AND NEW ROLES TO FOREFRONT

Increasing organizational resilience to handle future shocks to the system and navigate rapid industry changes 

is desirable. Leadership development is critical. The survey explored various aspects of this important pillar. 

Executives ranked four leadership attributes as most needing cultivation for 2021: Vision/Strategy, 

Communication Skills, Agility (up significantly from last year), and Integrity. Strategic vision, a perennial 

AMN survey leader, is even more essential to help construct new post-pandemic playbooks. Several leaders 

commented that agility is vital to “change directions rapidly,” “challenge previously held beliefs,” and 

adapt to avoid a “catastrophic cascading of problems.”

The four attributes model a desire for leading in difficult times through strategic dynamism, empathy, trust, 

and effective communications.

Figure 9 shows the survey findings regarding the senior executive roles expected to grow in importance in 

the coming year. Telehealth rocketed to the top of the list, underscoring its likely staying power. Titles like 

Chief of Telehealth or Distance Care Delivery are emerging. CMOs and CNOs also will no doubt acquire 

significant telemedicine authority. The high response rate for Safety and Clinical Leadership roles clearly 

evidences COVID-19’s direct influence on leadership priorities. 

Organizations will strengthen leadership primarily through internal programs (79%) and recruitment of 

experienced leaders from outside (46%). Only 10% will find leaders from outside the industry. 

Nurse leader development merits attention. According to one survey, 73% of nurses have assumed greater 

leadership responsibility since the crisis started. Many suggested their voices are not really being heard 

during the pandemic (55%) and wished a stronger leadership role (84%).28

22 “New AAMC Report Confirms Growing Physician Shortage,” American Association of Medical Colleges, June 26, 2020.
23 American Hospital Association, 2021 Health Care Talent Scan, August 2020.
24 Ibid.
25 Staff Care, Will There Be a Doctor in the House? 2020.
26 AMN Healthcare, 2019 Survey of Registered Nurses, November 2019.
27 American Hospital Association, 2021 Health Care Talent Scan, August 2020.
28 University of Phoenix, “Nurses Report an Improved Work-Life Balance, Even in the Time of COVID-19,” Phoenix News, October 27, 2020.
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VALUING DIVERSE BACKGROUNDS A PRIORITY

With dual impetus from the crisis and national events, demands intensified for far greater diversity, 

inclusion, and health equity. The Leadership Survey Report included questions designed to take a snapshot 

of specific attitudes on diversity. 

Overall, 51% labelled their organizational diversity as equal to their peers, 17% said more diverse, and a 

substantial 32% less. Some hesitation was expressed when asked whether people from all backgrounds 

are encouraged to advance: 47% definitely yes, 29% probable, and 18% unsure.

Fairly strong assessments of how equally organizations value individuals based on age, gender, and race 

are presented in Figure 10, but the one-third of organizations indicating moderate to no value equality 

on each dimension is a point of concern. The race 

variable may be influenced by the lack of a large 

minority contingent among respondents. 

The entire diversity issue is multifaceted. A fuller 

exploration of this timely topic is provided in AMN 

Healthcare’s recently published Healthcare Diversity 

in the Spotlight white paper.

MOMENTUM GAINING FOR ENTERPRISE  
APPROACH TO DIGITAL WORKFORCE

AMN maintains active surveillance of technology’s impact on talent management. A powerful digital 

workforce is emerging In all industries. IDC projects that “60% of enterprises will invest heavily in digitalizing 

employee experience in 2021, transforming the relationship between employers and employees.”29

Various technologies are driving this transformation and creating flexible “intelligent workspaces.” Artificial 

intelligence (AI) is playing a central role. Hiring AI talent is a priority for 95% of healthcare executives.30 

The digital workforce is not about technology alone. One consulting firm describes the emerging “bionic 

29 IDC, FutureScape: Worldwide Digital Transformation 2021, November 2020.
30 HealthLeaders Fact File, “3rd Annual Optum Survey on AI in Health Care,” November-December 2020.

EXTENT

INDIVIDUALS VALUED EQUALLY?
GENDER RACEAGE

FIGURE 10
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FIGURE 9 GROWING ROLES OF IMPORTANCE IN 2020
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company” in which “technology must be combined with the flexibility, adaptability, and comprehensive 

experience of humans” to unleash new levels of value.31

The magnitude of this trend requires talent management that is more holistic, adaptable, and enterprise-

level. AMN Healthcare sees greater use of a total workforce management strategy that flexibly deploys a 

spectrum of solutions to meet changing industry dynamics. (Figure 11).

CONCLUSION

COVID-19 looms large for 2021, influencing all 11 trends in this paper. Regaining financial health in 

a difficult economy will be primary for most. Leaders will also be absorbed managing the pandemic’s 

effects on a host of trends ranging from the remote workforce to maintaining employee engagement and 

preventing serious clinician burnout to addressing critical labor shortages. As the Survey Report shows, 

organizations more than ever need visionary management and agility. The good news is that leaders enter 

the year with optimism. AMN Leadership Solutions shares that outlook and looks forward to helping 

organizations thrive.

For more information on how AMN Healthcare Leadership solutions can help you 

navigate your talent needs, contact us at leadershipsolutions@amnhealthcare.com.

At AMN Healthcare, we are guided by the fundamental belief that attaining and supporting the best 

performing healthcare leadership talent is vital to meet strategic objectives, improve patient care, enable 

organizational growth, and spur innovation. AMN Leadership Solutions brings together the breadth and 

depth of AMN Healthcare, B.E. Smith and Merritt Hawkins to help healthcare organizations identify and 

secure leaders and make those objectives a reality. As people who have served in healthcare leadership 

roles, we are a trusted and credible advisor. We know that healthcare leadership is more than a job. It’s a 

responsibility and a passion. It’s a calling that has a higher purpose.

31 Boston Consulting Group, “The Bionic Company,” blog post, 2020.
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