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ATTACHMENT

RECRUITMENT AND RETENTION STRATEGIES FOR NURSES


The following is an overview of the numerous authorities available to enhance VA’s ability to recruit and retain highly qualified nurses:



Flexibilities in The Nurse Locality Pay System Survey Process



Deviations to Periodic Step Increase (PSI) Waiting Periods

The normal waiting period for a PSI to advance to the second, third or fourth step of a level in Nurse I is 52 weeks of creditable service.  The waiting period to advance to all other steps in Nurse I and all steps in grades II through V is 104 weeks.  Facility directors may request deviations to these waiting periods if necessary to enhance recruitment and retention.  This would typically be requested to mirror the advancement and promotion patterns in the community and should be supported by evidence of staffing difficulties related to those patterns.  

Exceptions to the 133 Percent Rate Range

The rate range under the Locality Pay System (LPS) is normally 133 percent of the beginning rate of the grade (12 steps).  Facility directors may request extension of the rate range for a grade, up to 175 percent (26 steps), if such an extension is necessary to recruit or retain well qualified nurses.  Facilities submitting requests must exhibit staffing problems specific to the grade for which the extension is requested, and show that the problems are related to higher maximum rates in the community.  This authority is particularly useful for retention as it gives on-board employees greater earning potential.

Expanding the Local Labor Market Area (LLMA)

Facility directors may expand the survey area for any covered nurse occupation or specialty if the survey area does not adequately represent the LLMA for an occupation or specialty or if there are less than 3 job matches per grade.  LLMAs may be expanded differently for different occupations or specialties.  LLMAs may be expanded as far as necessary to obtain the required survey data.



Higher Rates of Pay for Specialized Skills

When a nurse is appointed above the minimum step rate of the grade because they possess specialized skills, particularly specialized skills that are difficult or in demand, the facility director may adjust the salary rates of other nurses in assignments requiring the same specialized skills up to the same number of steps.  For instance, if a critical care nurse is hired at Step 5 based on specialized skills related to critical care, the director may authorize an increase of up to 4 steps for all on-board critical care nurses.  

Pay Retention upon Transfer

Nurses who transfer between VA facilities normally receive the rate of pay at the gaining facility applicable to their existing grade and step.  This may result in a salary decrease if the employee transfers to a facility with lower rates of pay.  Facility directors may authorize the individual to receive pay retention or an intervening rate of pay (a rate which is above the rate of pay for the corresponding grade and step but less than pay retention) based on a special recruitment need or solicitation of an employee to fill an assignment requiring special qualifications.  Use of this authority enhances recruitment abilities by attracting experienced VA nurses who are seeking to relocate.

Scheduling Salary Surveys

Facilities are required to conduct LPS surveys within 120 days of any GS adjustment in order to determine if an adjustment to LPS rates should be made coincident to the GS adjustment.  Facility directors may also order salary surveys at any other time it may be deemed appropriate.  For instance, facility directors may wish to conduct additional surveys simultaneous to scheduled salary increases in the community or if evidence, such as increased turnover or difficulty recruiting, suggests that the facility’s rates are no longer competitive in the community.

Setting Beginning Rates of Pay

	Passing on Amount of GS Adjustment.  Every LPS schedule receives the full amount of the nationwide General Schedule (GS) adjustment each January.  If appropriate, facilities may grant larger adjustments.  This automatic increase is in addition to any other adjustments granted throughout the year.

	Setting Beginning Rate up to Community Maximum.  The beginning rate for any grade for which survey data was collected may be set equivalent to, but not exceed, the highest beginning rate for corresponding non-VA positions in the LLMA.  Facility directors should consider all factors that affect the facility’s staffing abilities 
when choosing the beginning rates of pay, including the geographic relationship of their facility to major non-VA health care facilities in the LLMA, the rates paid by the facility’s major competitors, and benefit packages offered by competing establishments.

	Setting Beginning Rate up to 7th Step of Next Lower Grade.  When data is not available for a grade and an adjustment is necessary to recruit or retain well-qualified employees, the facility director may increase the beginning rate of Nurse II, III, IV, or V up to the 7th step of the next lower grade.  The beginning rate for Nurse I may be adjusted so that that the beginning rate for Nurse II falls in the range from the 4th through 7th step of Nurse I.  The beginning rate for the levels with Nurse I may be adjusted to provide a 3-step differential between them.


Special Salary Rates

When differences in local pay interferes with VA’s ability to recruit and retain health care personnel, special salary rates may be authorized to achieve adequate staffing or to recruit personnel with specialized skills.  These rates may be competitive with, but not exceed, pay for comparable positions at non-Federal facilities in the same local labor market.  This authority has not been widely used for nurses because pay comparability is normally achieved through the LPS.

Specialty Schedule

A separate LPS salary schedule may be established for any clinical nursing category by conducting a survey of pay rates for the corresponding specialty in the local labor market.  This allows the facility to pay higher rates for assignments that are typically difficult to fill, such as critical care nurse, operating room nurse and nurse practitioner.  

Third Party Survey Data

Recent legislative changes expand the sources of salary information that can be used to set salary rates.  In addition, that legislation provides for collection of various salary data, including average rates, rate ranges, bonuses, and the value of benefits.  These new flexibilities will enhance VA’s ability to accurately measure and set salaries for nurses.


Additional Recruitment and Retention Tools for Nurses

Advances in Pay

VA has the flexibility to grant nurses an advance in pay of up to 4 week’s salary.  This is particularly beneficial for new hires – particularly those who incur extraordinary expenses in relocating or setting up separate households with their first jobs.  

In VA, new employees have to wait three weeks to receive their first paycheck.  This advance in pay serves as an interest-free loan that the nurse repays from regular allotments from future paychecks.  This is a no-cost feature to VA that can serve as a beneficial recruitment tool to new hires. 

Appointments Above The Minimum Rate of The Grade

Individuals with superior qualifications, candidates for hard-to-fill specialties, and those with specialized skills may be appointed at a rate above the minimum of the grade.  This flexibility permits the employing agency to offer pay rates up to 30 percent higher than the established minimum.  

For individuals with years of experience or high qualifications, a higher entry rate is appropriate and necessary to offer a competitive salary.

Higher Rates of Additional (Premium) Pay

Facility directors may authorize higher rates of premium pay (tour differential, Sunday pay, Saturday pay, holiday pay, overtime and on-call) for nurses when necessary to address recruitment or retention problems being caused by higher non-Federal rates of 
premium pay in the community.  For instance, VA may have difficulty staffing positions because VA’s tour differential rate is 10 percent and other establishments in the community pay 15 percent for similar tours.  This gives facilities a mechanism to ensure all areas of pay are competitive to meet staffing needs.

Exemplary Job Performance and Exemplary Job Achievement

A cash award of up to $2,000 may be granted to nurses who demonstrate both exemplary job performance and exemplary job achievement.  

Special Advancement for Achievement (SAA)

Advancements of up to 5 steps within the grade may be granted to recognize professional achievement provided the individual has demonstrated excellence in performance above that expected for the grade level or assignment and potential for assumption of greater responsibility.

Special Advancement for Performance (SAP)

Advancements of 1 step within the grade may be granted when there has been a demonstrated high level of performance and ability over and above that normally expected of nurses in the particular grade. 

Employee Recognition and Incentive Awards Programs

Recognition and awards programs motivate employees to make contributions that support and enhance organizational goals and objectives.  The types of awards available to recognize nurses include special contribution awards (e.g., time-off awards and on-the-spot awards), suggestion awards, gainsharing awards, honor awards, and non-monetary awards.

Managers also are encouraged to consider non-traditional forms of recognition, such as products or services in lieu of a cash payment.


Payment of Education Expenses

VA has the flexibility to pay for training that leads to an academic degree.  VA has a long tradition of offering career tuition assistance to nurses.

VA has implemented two new educational assistance programs to enhance recruitment and retention of health professionals such as nurses - the Employee Incentive Scholarship Program (EISP) and the National Nursing Education Initiative (NNEI).  The EISP allows VA to provide its employees, who agree to serve a period of obligated service, substantial scholarships to pursue education in selected healthcare disciplines.   The NNEI is a targeted scholarship program for employees pursuing degrees in nursing.

The EISP and NNEI provide scholarships to pursue higher level education.  The scholarships range up to $10,000 per year, with a maximum award of $30,000 over three years.

VA is implementing the Education Debt Reduction Program (EDRP), which will help VA recruit health professionals with educational loan obligations.  The program will allow VA to make payments to new appointees in certain healthcare positions (including nurses) over a specified period of time to help them reduce or pay off the balances on loans used for healthcare education.  The EDRP policy is in the final concurrence process. 

Recruitment Bonuses, Relocation Bonuses, and Retention Allowances (3 Rs)

Nurses may receive payments of up to 25 percent of basic pay for accepting positions with VA.

		Recruitment Bonuses:  Lump sum payments to new hires or former employees following a break in service of at least one year.

		Relocation Bonuses:  Lump sum payments to nurses currently employed with the Federal Government who physically relocate to a position in a different commuting area.

		Retention Allowances:  Biweekly payments included in regular paychecks to retain employees for critical work, who are likely to leave Federal employment.

Reemployment of Civilian Retirees

VA may request that the Office of Personnel Management waive the dual compensation restrictions in those instances where we need to hire retired nurses due to special circumstances.

These needs might be temporary, as VA encountered in Operation Desert Storm.  In that instance, VA was given delegated authority to grant waivers to fill behind critical healthcare personnel in the reserves who were activated for military duty.  Additionally, the authority can be used to reemploy nurses who elect to retire, but whose services are critical to the completion of ongoing projects.

Specialty Certification

A cash award of up to $2,000 must be granted to nurses who become certified, while employed by VA, in a specialty related to the accomplishment of VA’s health care mission. 

Travel Expenses for Interviews and New Appointments

VA may pay the travel expenses of a nurse to travel to a pre-employment interview.  Additionally, we may pay the moving expenses for newly hired nurses’ relocation to their first post of duty.

This flexibility permits VA to supplement pre-employment evaluation activities with a face-to-face interview, if desired.  Additionally, the payment of moving expenses enables VA to recruit new employees from outside the local area.   In instances where the available skills are distant from the facility, the payment of moving expenses can serve as an incentive to a nurse to relocate.


Non-Cash Tools

There are a variety of things that managers can do to attract and retain employees with critical skills.  They include:

Family-Friendly Policies  

A number of initiatives in this area include flexible leave policies for family care, including the Family and Medical Leave Act and Family Friendly Leave Act, leave sharing programs, paid time off for adoption, bereavement leave, on-site day care, subsidized day care, etc.

Flexible Work Arrangements

In some situations, nurses can be given flexible work hours, compressed work schedules, and variable work hours/days to accommodate employees’ personal preferences.  In addition, nurses may be able to work from home or a satellite location, improving productivity, morale, and productivity.

Non-Cash Perquisites 

These incentives can include such items as a close-in parking place, a computer upgrade, or special work-related software.  For some individuals, occasionally providing support staff to assist in work tasks will help the critical employee be more productive.  It also sends the message that the nurse is appreciated.


