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The Patient Protection and
Affordable Care Act of 2010
prompted the most sweep-

ing healthcare changes in the
past 50 years. These changes are
empowering providers and con-
sumers to redefine how care is
delivered.     

Today, health care is no
longer contained mostly within
hospital walls. Instead, we’re
seeing a strategic shift to deliver
complex, dynamic healthcare
services to the right patient, at
the right time, in the right set-
ting. Nurses are being called on
to navigate through a changing
environment, embrace new and
emerging roles, master emerg-
ing technologies, engage pa-
tients in new venues, and coor-
dinate care across teams and
populations. 

To find success in tomorrow’s
workforce, we not only must un-
derstand the nature of the
changes taking place; we also
must acquire new skills and
competencies and exploit
emerging opportunities to deliv-
er greater value. As leadership
guru Peter Drucker said, “Prob-
lem solving, however necessary,
does not produce results. It pre-
vents damage. Exploiting oppor-
tunities produces results.”

Among the changes shaping
today’s health care, four trends
are especially significant—con-
sumerism, digital health, big
data, and care coordination.

Consumerism 
Initially, the drive toward con-
sumerism was fueled by shifting
healthcare costs from employers
to consumers. As consumers
shouldered more of the financial

burden, they assumed more re-
sponsibility for their healthcare
choices, becoming better in-
formed in the process. A recent
survey of healthcare consumers
found that 64% actively seek in-
formation about their health con-
dition instead of relying solely on
their healthcare provider. Today,
educated consumers are demand-
ing high-quality care delivered at
easy access points.  

Consumerism is driving
healthcare organizations to find
innovative ways to meet con-
sumer demands. To provide care
through easy access points,
some hospitals have partnered
with retail clinics; others are of-
fering extended clinic hours or
delivering services in nontradi-

tional settings, such as soup
kitchens. Still others have estab-
lished online health portals
where consumers can view their
medical records, make appoint-
ments, and communicate with
providers via e-mail. Some
healthcare organizations have
embraced telehealth services;
video consultations are expected
to grow from 5.7 million in 2014
to 130 million in 2018. 

The consumerist movement
offers opportunities for nurses
not only to return to their roots
of community-oriented care but
also to develop new care mod-
els. Using innovation and cre-
ativity, we can explore the inter-
section between health out-
comes and patient experience,
driving greater value by creat-
ing unique patient experiences.  

Digital health  
As we’re all aware, technology is
spurring healthcare innovations.
Fitness trackers, introduced just
a few years ago, are worn by
about 20% of consumers today.
Adopting the notion of gamifi-
cation (applying game-design
thinking to nongame applica-
tions), organizations are har-
nessing consumers’ competitive
spirit to drive behavior change. 

Such advances in digital
health are just one of several dis-
ruptive influences transforming
health care. Through mobile
apps, remote monitoring, wear-
able technologies, three-dimen-
sional printing, and robotics, dig-
ital applications and devices are
reducing costs, improving out-
comes, and increasing consumer
satisfaction. The transformative
capacity of these technologies is
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still emerging, and nurses can
help target these strategies where
they make the most sense. By un-
derstanding and embracing digi-
tal health, we can anticipate 
how emerging technologies may
change practice and prepare for
these challenges.  

Big data  
The ability to turn data into wis-
dom is becoming a game chang -
er in the healthcare arena. The
capacity to aggregate, store, com-
bine, and analyze large data 
sets (known as big data) has in-
creased with advances in digital
data and computing. Bringing
data together in intelligent and
actionable ways offers great op-
portunity for improving quality
of care and patient outcomes. For
hospitals, it’s now a strategic pri-
ority. 

While healthcare organiza-
tions see the value in emerging
analytics, integrating clinical da-
ta into easily usable systems re-
mains a challenge, particularly
with a shortage of managerial
and leadership talent in this
area. As nurses, we must become
experts at managing informa-
tion and assume leadership roles
in this transformative space.   

Care coordination  
Care has been transitioning
from inpatient to ambulatory
care settings over the past 10
years. Today 65% of healthcare
services are delivered in ambula-
tory settings. As healthcare or-
ganizations strive to provide
care to the right patient, at the
right time, in the right setting,
coordinating care to reduce
costs, improve outcomes, and
ensure safety has become an
even more pressing priority. 

Organizing patient care activ-
ities and sharing information
among all participants involved
in the patient’s care lie at the
heart of care coordination. Us-
ing a holistic approach, nurses
are guided by patient needs and
preferences when coordinating

care across settings and among
providers. Yet our leadership in
this area remains undervalued.
We need to highlight our expert-
ise in customer insight, patient
experience, and effective and 
efficient use of healthcare re-
sources.

Finding success with the
four forces  
Given the pace of change in to-
day’s healthcare environment,
staying informed of these four
crucial trends—and preparing to
embrace them—can pose a chal-
lenge. Consumer demands have
given rise to new expectations.
Digital health, big data, and
care coordination offer the
chance to craft elegant solutions
to complex issues. To success-

fully leverage emerging oppor -
tunities to create new value,
nurses must build on the compe-
tencies of leadership, patient-
centered care, systems-based
practice, informatics and tech-
nology, and teamwork. Lifelong
learning and skill development
are key strategies to finding suc-
cess in tomorrow’s workforce. We
must take advantage of every
opportunity to communicate the
unique perspective we provide.
By embracing creativity, innova-
tion, and customer insights, we
can redefine health care. 

As nurses, we’re well-posi-
tioned to assert our leadership,
shape practice, and ensure the
human component stays at the
forefront of health care. As pa-
tient needs become more com-

plex and care environments
more dynamic, not only must
we be problem solvers; we also
must influence decisions and
leverage opportunities to pro-
duce results. �

Terri Gaffney is senior director of product
development for the Nursing Knowledge Center at
the American Nurses Association in Silver Spring,
Maryland.

Selected references
American Hospital Association. Committee
on Research. Strategic issues forecast 2015.
2010. www.aha.org/research/cor/content/
2015CORSIF.pdf

American Nurses Association. The value of
nursing care coordination: White paper; 2012.
www.nursingworld.org/carecoordination
whitepaper

Butcher L. Consumerism hits health care.
Trustee Mag. April 13, 2015.;89(2):22-7.
http://www.trusteemag.com/display/TRU-
news-article.dhtml?dcrPath=/templatedata/
HF_Common/NewsArticle/data/TRU/
Magazine/2015/Apr/F2_consumerism-hits-
health-care

Drucker PF. What makes an effective execu-
tive. Harv Bus Rev. 2004;82(6):58-63.

Huston C. The impact of emerging technol-
ogy on nursing care: warp speed ahead.
Online J Issues Nurs. 2013;18(2):1. 

Lynch W, Perosino K, Slover M. Survey of
Consumer Health Care Opinions. Altarum
Institute Survey of Consumer Health Care
Opinions; 2013. altarum.org/sites/default/
files/uploaded-related-files/Altarum%20Fall%
202013%20Survey%20of%20Consumer%20O
pinions.pdf

Manyika J, Chui M, Brown B, et al. Big data:
The next frontier for innovation, competi-
tion, and productivity. McKinsey Global In-
stitute; 2011. www.mckinsey.com/insights/
business_technology/big_data_the_next_
frontier_for_innovation

Olsen K. Outpatient outlook. HealthLeaders
Media; 2014. www.healthleadersmedia.com/
content/LED-86466/Outpatient-Outlook

Smith D, Ricci C. Healthcare trends 2015.
B.E. Smith; 2015. www.besmith.com/
thought-leadership/white-papers/healthcare-
trends-2015

Swanson C. Could Fitbit’s wearables trans-
form healthcare? The Motley Fool; June
2015. www.fool.com/investing/general/
2015/06/23/could-fitbit-transform-health-
care.aspx

Versel N. Parks forecast says telehealth will
grow exponentially in coming years. Forbes;
August 29, 2014. www.forbes.com/sites/
neilversel/2014/08/29/parks-forecast-says-tele
health-will-grow-exponentially-in-coming-
years/

SP
EC

IA
LR

EP
OR

T: 
PR

EP
AR

IN
G

TH
E

W
OR

KF
OR

CE
—

TO
DA

Y
AN

D
TO

M
OR

RO
W

Using a holistic approach,
nurses are guided by

patient needs and
preferences when

coordinating care across
settings and among

providers.


