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Where have all the nurse researchers gone?

It is the beginning of another semester and I want to share some
thoughts about doctoral studies in nursing, particularly with a focus
on geriatrics. | had the opportunity at the 2018 Gerontological Society
of Aging conference to share these thoughts with the Nurses Special
Interest group (if you were not there.. ..consider attending next year
as we missed you!). I asked them, and will ask you, where have all
the nurse researchers gone, particularly those focused on care of
older adults? Doctorally prepared nurse researchers are dropping in
numbers at a time where there are so many questions to answer
about care of older adults. For example, we have little evidence about
how to care for those with cognitive impairment with treatments
from reality orientation to technological approaches explored but not
strongly supported.’ What is happening to our pipeline and what can
we do to build geriatric nursing knowledge?

What is the status of enrollment in doctoral programs?

In October of 2004, the American Association of Colleges of Nurs-
ing voted to endorse the Position Statement on the Practice Doctorate
in Nursing. This resulted in a transition so that entry level of advanced
practice nursing would be at the doctoral level by 2015. Schools of
nursing embraced this and an ever growing number of schools now
offer the Doctor of Nursing Practice (DNP) as part of the training for
becoming an advanced practice nurse. The American Association of
Colleges of Nursing (AACN) reported that the number of DNP pro-
grams across the country was 289 in April 2016 and there were
almost 22,000 graduates from those programs.” Enrollment for DNP
programs has grown from just over 3400 in 2008 to over 29,000 in
2017 and the number of graduates increased from 361 in 2008 to
6,090 in 2017. Conversely, PhD enrollment has been relatively flat
since 2008 moving from just over 3,900 in 2008 to just over 4,600 in
2017 with the number of graduates moving from 555 in 2008 to 796
in 2017.

Although there is ongoing consideration and evaluation of the
impact of this large number of DNPs, additional education is a good

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gerinurse.2018.12.001
0197-4572/$ — see front matter © 2018 Published by Elsevier Inc.

Check for
updates

thing and I anticipate and hope that these individuals will make an
impact on quality of care across all settings. That being said, these are
not research degrees and the focus of these programs is not on help-
ing to establish new knowledge in nursing. What is important to rec-
ognize with these degrees is that they are entry level for advanced
practice but they are not terminal degrees.

Challenges to bringing in the next generation of geriatric nurse
researchers

First engaging in doctoral studies is not easy when trying to bal-
ance an ongoing nursing career, family, and other personal issues. It
requires some level of passion and commitment that needs to be
ignited either from within or from a mentor or colleague. Funding
may be one of the challenges and this is exacerbated by the fact that
if funded through many of the state or Federal programs as a research
assistant the student may not be able to supplement his or her
income with additional work hours. The stipends are much less than
students can make if they work as either advanced practice nurses or
floor nurses in acute and possibly even long term care settings. Time
is a challenge, particularly when trying to balance work hours with
school work and family commitments. Programs are increasingly
going online and trying to make it easier for working individuals to
attend classes at times that are convenient for them. That being said,
the most successful doctoral graduates are those that work as
research assistants during their programs and spend less time work-
ing as nurses, and those who participate in classroom based programs
versus online education.’

For those who have Research/PhD degrees

For the small number of nurses who do obtain PhDs and are
trained in research, all too few are engaging in research activities. The
challenges to participating in research vary for each individual but
include the difficulty in obtaining funding whether this is
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government funding from the National Institutes of Health or from
smaller funding opportunities through foundations. Of course, if you
don’t submit you never get funded and this, I believe, is the biggest
challenge: Never trying or not continuing to try. Marie Bernard from
the National Institute of Aging confirmed yet again at the Gerontolog-
ical Society of America meeting that it is those who are persistent and
revise and resubmit their grants that have the most success with
funding.

Insufficient time is more likely an excuse rather than a challenge
but we can call it a challenge given that grant writing can’t be com-
pleted during a 40 h work week. To truly engage in writing a grant, or
a manuscript for that matter, a sufficient amount of time needs to be
set aside to stay focused on this work and not have to restart it and
refocus every time you get a free hour. Scheduling time and planning
are necessary and doable to get the writing done. Another major chal-
lenge to engaging doctorally prepared geriatric nurses in research is
the lack of mentors and lack of team. Good mentors are hard to find
as are good teams. It takes investment on the part of the new
researcher to develop a mentoring relationship and a strong research
team.

There are several other challenges which make research
unpleasant, frustrating and something one may not want to endure.
These include managing Institutional Review Board requirements
and funder requirements such as annual reports; recruiting settings
and participants in aging facilities or the community; staffing for
research positions and turnover; managing research activities with
limited budgets; and the expectations that once funded you will
stay that way.

Solving the problem

One thing that we can do to help increase the numbers of individ-
uals interested in pursuing research degrees and engaging specifically
in aging research is to remind all of our DNP students with a focus on
adult health that the DNP is not a terminal degree. Encourage those
who may have identified (and been discouraged from pursuing)
research questions for their DNP project to apply to the PhD program
and return for a research degree. We need to advocate for funding for
nurse PhD students that allows individuals to continue to work as
nurses to augment their stipends which, as noted, are often not suffi-
cient for a single individual let alone a family. Lastly, we need to be

flexible in the accessibility of our programs in terms of timing of clas-
ses and continue to explore the pros and cons of online education.

For those that have PhDs but are not engaged in research we need
to serve as mentors, be open to the ways in which an advanced prac-
tice nurse can combine teaching, research, and practice and provide
role models who have done this, make resources accessible that can
help facilitate completion of regulatory requirements and grant sub-
missions, and help these individuals set priorities and schedule time
to make research happen. Lastly, we need to acknowledge that in
nursing we are often balancing research with practice and teaching if
in an academic setting. This work load needs to be recognized and
acknowledged verbally and through financial incentives.

Now is the time for aging research to happen with the ever
increasing number of older adults internationally and the increased
opportunities for aging research related resources. For fiscal year
2018, Congress provided an additional $414 million in Alzheimer’s
research funding at the National Institutes of Health (NIH). With this
increase, along with previous research investments, the NIH is
expected to spend $1.9 billion on Alzheimer’s research in 2018. Based
on the targets outlined in the Bypass Budget, Congress should provide
an additional $425 million in Alzheimer’s research funding in fiscal
year 2019. Think about all those research questions that we have
related to care of older adults and go out today and start working on
a grant, encourage a student to enroll in a PhD program, and encour-
age a colleague to work on a research project that will help us move
towards answering those questions.

References

1. Resnick B. Dementia interventions: from past to present. Caring Ages 2018. Avail-
able at: https://www.caringfortheages.com/article/S1526-4114(18)30507-9/full-
text?dgcid=raven_jbs_etoc_email.

2. American Association of Colleges of Nursing. Fact Sheet: The Doctor of Nursing Prac-
tice (DNP). 2016. http://www.aacn.nche.edu/media-relations/fact-sheets/DNPFact-
Sheet.pdf.

3. Ellenbecker CH, Nwosu C, Zhang Y, Leveille S. PhD education outcomes: results of a
national survey of nursing PhD alumni. Nurs Educ Perspect. 2017;38(6):304-312.

Barbara Resnick, PhD, CRNP, FAAN, FAANP

School of Nursing, University of Maryland, 655 West Lombard Street,
Baltimore, MD 21201, USA

E-mail address: Barbresnick@gmail.com


https://www.caringfortheages.com/article/S1526-4114(18)30507-9/fulltext?dgcid=raven_jbs_etoc_email
https://www.caringfortheages.com/article/S1526-4114(18)30507-9/fulltext?dgcid=raven_jbs_etoc_email
http://www.aacn.nche.edu/media-relations/fact-sheets/DNPFactSheet.pdf
http://www.aacn.nche.edu/media-relations/fact-sheets/DNPFactSheet.pdf
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0197-4572(18)30669-4/sbref0003
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0197-4572(18)30669-4/sbref0003
mailto:Barbresnick@gmail.com

	Where have all the nurse researchers gone?
	What is the status of enrollment in doctoral programs?
	Challenges to bringing in the next generation of geriatric nurse researchers
	For those who have Research/PhD degrees
	Solving the problem
	References


