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Nurses With a Second Degree Could Impact Workforce:  
Study Compares New Registered Nurses With Second Degree RNs 

 

As the United States continues to experience a nursing shortage that is expected to 

grow to one million nurses by 2016, a new research study highlights a pool of potential 

candidates who could alleviate the shortage in an economical way. The study, published in the 

January/February 2009 issue of the Journal of Professional Nursing, compares nursing 

graduates whose first baccalaureate degree was in nursing with nursing graduates whose first 

baccalaureate degree was in another field and who obtained a second baccalaureate degree in 

nursing. Findings from the study, funded through a grant from the Robert Wood Johnson 

Foundation, suggest that second degree nurses are an efficient new solution to the current 

nursing shortage.  

Through a 16-page survey, the study sampled 953 newly licensed registered nurses 

from 34 states and Washington, D.C., and asked questions about how they felt about their jobs, 

information about work settings and their intent to stay at their current job. The nurses had 

been licensed from five to 18 months prior to taking the survey.  

According to the study, second-degree students are more likely to be older, married with 

children, male, and non-white, be more positive, and have more family-work conflict. Because 

they also have more work experience, they may have coping advantages over newer, younger 

nursing graduates during the period immediately after leaving school and entering the 

workforce. This finding is significant, since some new registered nurses have left their first jobs 

in frustration from a lack of coping skills or the knowledge to do their jobs. New nurses who 

only had a baccalaureate nursing degree generally had more workgroup cohesion and 

negativity and were more likely to intend to leave.  

“Second degree candidates bring life experiences to their jobs that are valuable to 

employers,” said Carol S. Brewer, PhD, RN, associate professor in the School of Nursing at the 

University at Buffalo, Buffalo, NY, and lead author of the study.  “Second degree graduates may 

be particularly attracted to employers who mitigate family work conflict, and promote work 

group cohesion.” Second-degree nurses also can be educated in much less time in accelerated 

programs than first- time baccalaureate nurses because they already have college degrees. 

However because they are older, they many have shorter work careers. Understanding which 

group is more productive in the workforce will help organizations design recruitment and 

retention programs for each group.  “Nurses in second degree programs are a great source of 

new nurses for the health needs of Americans. They usually complete nursing programs in 12-
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15 months,” said Christine Kovner, PhD, RN, FAAN, professor at New York University’s College 

of Nursing and co-author of the study. “At NYU we are a large second degree program. I have 

found teaching these students delightful and think they are wonderful new nurses.”  This 

research used a sub-set of nurses involved in a larger RWJF-funded study by Brewer and 

Kovner which tracks changes in the careers of a group of newly licensed nurses over 10 years.    

 

 
The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation focuses on the pressing health and health-care issues facing our country. 

As the nation's largest philanthropy devoted exclusively to improving the health and health care of all Americans, the 

foundation works with a diverse group of organizations and individuals to identify solutions and achieve 

comprehensive, meaningful and timely change. For more than 35 years the foundation has brought experience, 

commitment and a rigorous, balanced approach to the problems that affect the health and health care of those it 

serves. When it comes to helping Americans lead healthier lives and get the care they need, the foundation expects 

to make a difference in your lifetime. For more information, visit http://www.rwjf.org.   

 

The University at Buffalo is a premier research-intensive public university, a flagship institution in the State 

University of New York system and its largest and most comprehensive campus. UB's more than 28,000 students 

pursue their academic interests through more than 300 undergraduate, graduate and professional degree programs. 

The School of Medicine and Biomedical Sciences, School of Dental Medicine, School of Nursing, School of Pharmacy 

and Pharmaceutical Sciences and School of Public Health and Health Professions constitute UB's Academic Health 

Center. Founded in 1846, the University at Buffalo is a member of the Association of American Universities.   

 

The College of Nursing at the College of Dentistry is located on New York University’s historic Greenwich 

Village campus in New York City. The College of Nursing is one of the leading nursing programs in the United States. 

The College offers a Bachelor of Science in Nursing; Master of Arts and Post-Master’s Certificate Programs; and a 

Doctor of Philosophy in Research Theory and Development. For more information, visit www.nyu.edu/nursing. 

 


