
356	 August 2019	 www.nurseleader.com

Leveraging the Gig Economy:
A Novel Solution to Improve Health Care 
Costs
Angela S. Prestia, PhD, RN, NE-BC

Gig workers can be used in nontraditional nursing areas that now come under 
the purview of the nurse executive The gig worker is a creative and virtually 
untapped source of talent that can provide quality solutions within health care 
organizations, by providing expertise for niche assignments, positively impacting 
staff morale, and therefore impacting cost-effectiveness.

Health care expenditures are estimated to reach 
$5.5 trillion dollars by 2025.1 The American 
public is financially challenged to meet insurance 

deductibles and copayments when accessing medical 
care. Wisely, the Institute for Health Care Improvement 
has targeted reducing per capita costs as part of  their 
Triple Aim framework.2 This framework encourages 
the simultaneous pursuit of  quality, safety, and patient 
experience improvements to benefit society. It is expect-
ed that the impact of  utilizing this framework will result 
in decreased health care spending and related costs. 

The nurse executive is continually challenged to 
be a fiscal steward ensuring cost containment organi-
zation wide. Both human and material resource man-
agement, as well as process improvements, are targeted 
for potential savings. Material resource management 
may include supply costs, formulary substitutions, and 
contract management. As a result of  the paradigm 
shift to value-based care, process redesign has provid-
ed the highest dollar cost-savings.3 Examples of  process 
improvements may include innovations in quality and 

safety related to core measure compliance, infection 
prevention, and standard work to reduce wound and 
fall prevalence. Additionally, targeted efforts around 
consolidating departments and centralizing business 
functions have resulted in savings.3 

When one considers that approximately 75% of  
the workforce directly reports up to the nurse exec-
utive, human resource initiatives may provide a sig-
nificant impact on financial savings.4 A robust and 
responsive human resource department may be the 
nurse executive’s best partner in managing these costs. 
A sense of  urgency to recruit and fill vacancies can 
save thousands of  dollars. The average cost of  replac-
ing one RN is estimated at $49,500.5 Estimated annual 
costs to facilities are estimated between $4.4 million to 
$7 million per nurse.5 Advertising, staff time related to 
interviewing, interim salary dollars, associated hiring 
fees including sign-on bonuses, and orientation costs 
all factor in. Tangibly described and often referred to 
as “soft costs,” morale and loss of  productivity when 
leadership positions lay vacant can also negatively im-
pact the bottom line. Nurse executives carefully review 
turnover rates, labelling personnel losses as unavoid-
able or avoidable. Unavoidable reasons may be due to 
termination for cause, relocation, illness, or pursuing 
higher education. Avoidable explanations may include 
employee dissatisfaction with the actual work, wages, 
environment, or personnel policies.6

NURSE EXECUTIVE IMPACT
The nurse executive’s role and scope of  responsibility 
has grown exponentially. They are no longer focused 
primarily on nursing services. Traditional siloes of  re-
sponsibility for patient care units have disintegrated and 
now include the entire gambit of  hospital operations.7 
There is a need to develop the leadership skills required 
to work with multidisciplinary, multicultural, and multi-
generational teams. Successful assimilation of  these skills 
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are required to drive innovative changes.8 The develop-
ment of  nurse executive talents in the areas of  process 
improvement include establishing goals, developing spe-
cific interventions, analyzing metrics at identified inter-
vals, and being flexible to change course of  action when 
necessary. Specific industry knowledge from the arenas 
of  retail, insurance, marketing, and customer service are 
invaluable.9 The speed with which this evolution is occur-
ring is remarkable. The progression of  responsibility may 
now be as broad and diverse as to include geographic 
information technology, facility master design planning, 
fundraising, and a myriad of  multiple regulatory require-
ments. Nurse executives and the directors they employee 
cannot possibly be experts in this wide variety of  non-
traditional nursing specialties. Even if  they were, daily 
time constraints would prohibit special project comple-
tion, which limits success. The nurse executive can easily 
feel dejected when unable to complete an organizational 
priority focus. So how are they to meet the imperative of  
organization-wide fiscal stewardship?

It is in this spirit that unconventional ideas are to 
be explored to provide possible quality solutions that 
assist in cost containment. Gig workers may provide 
an interesting solution for those nontraditional nursing 
areas that now come under the purview of  the nurse 
executive. 

THE GIG ECONOMY
In the late 1960s and early 1970s, when someone said 
they had a “gig,” they meant they were performing mu-
sic or comedy live.10 It was usually a single performance 
meant to supplement one’s income. Currently, when 
gig precedes economy, it is describing the use of  tempo-
rary workers independent of  any parent company.11 
This nuance makes them different from a consultant. 
Gig workers are described in several ways. They have 
been referred to as freelance careerists, self-employed 
specialists, or members of  the mobile workforce.12-14 It 
is reported that there are over 150 million gig workers 
in North America and Western Europe.12 There is doc-
umented growth in this segment of  the workforce.14 In 
1995, only 7% of  the workforce was considered free-
lance or part-time. Those rose to 35% in 2017. The 
growth is now estimated to be 43% in 2020. 

Although members of  the millennial generation con-
stitute the majority of  freelance personnel, gig workers 
can be from any generation.14 Members of  the gig econ-
omy can be over 55 years of  age, facing limited career 
opportunities. They can also be coprofessional parents 
needing to split the time between child-raising and work 
responsibilities. Perhaps they are victims of  company 
down-sizing, which can affect any age group. Others 
may be students needing to improve their resumes. Per-
haps they just desire to avoid the confines of  the full-
time, 2080-hour work year. Time off or vacations can be 
planned around family preferences versus the parameters 
specified in organizational policies. 

WHY GIG WORKERS? WHY NOW?
There are several motivating factors that the nurse ex-
ecutive should know and use to leverage the case for uti-
lizing gig workers. In a recent study of  65 gig workers, 
the importance of  their personal productivity was para-
mount.12 Poor performance jeopardizes their reputation. 
The connection to self-worth, and the more practical 
point of  references for future assignments, is crucial to 
their survival. These workers want to do a good job. Ad-
ditionally, the gig worker carefully selects the jobs they 
want to apply for. They tend to choose assignments that 
they are passionate about and that truly interest them. 
Many work on multiple assignments simultaneously.

HOW GIG WORKERS CONTRIBUTE TO COST 
CONTAINMENT
The savvy nurse executive will see the benefits of  hav-
ing gig employees work within the organization. Both 
groups need to contribute meaningfully to achieve 
self-sustainment. Savings can be realized through the 
reduction of  personnel costs. There will still be expens-
es related to proper vetting, that is, background and 
reference checking; however, gig workers’ wages can 
be negotiated, and hours can be limited. This reduc-
tion in overhead may be appealing to an organization 
struggling to meet their budget and their strategic goals. 
More importantly, a gig worker’s expertise can help the 
efficiencies and effectiveness of  the organization. 

Gig expertise can be focused strategically on priori-
ty areas, specifically value-based process redesign. They 
may be experts in Lean Six Sigma and provide teams 
with data support. Gig workers can offer expertise in 
improving customer service, revenue cycle, productivi-
ty, project management, a specific software application, 
marketing, or grant writing. During their tenure with 
the organization, they might act as mentors to less ex-
perienced staff, or even provide temporary leadership to 
a fledgling service line. These talents may not lie within 
the organization, or perhaps may be too costly to main-
tain on a full-time basis. Assignment-focused gig work-
ers can be extremely valuable. 

Gig workers are not being suggested for clinical posi-
tions. They are not to be considered to supplement staff-
ing. Some assignments to consider gig workers for include 
grant or application coordination and writing, such as 
Magnet® or The Joint Commission specialty designations. 
Other assignments may be human resource related, such 
as coaching underperforming managers or furthering 
leadership development. Perhaps they can be used to eval-
uate workflow or productivity utilizing Lean Six Sigma 
processes. Internal or external patient transportation ser-
vices may be created in the image of  Uber or Lyft models 
and help improve patient satisfaction. 

AN OPPORTUNITY TO SEE TALENT
Adaptability is a key competency in this current health 
care milieu, where chaos and confusion breed constant 
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challenge. The ability to observe in real time a gig work-
er’s adaptive nature is an opportunity most nurse exec-
utives do not get prior to offering full-time employment. 
Engaging with gig workers affords the nurse executive 
time to evaluate skill set performance.

CULTURAL AWARENESS CONCERNS
There may be some hesitancy and fear of  diluting the 
current culture with a myriad of  experts that have no 
true alliance to the organization. This risk may be as-
suaged with proper enculturation. The nurse executive 
will be instrumental in defining the scope of  the project 
and the role of  the gig worker to everyone involved. In 
an article discussing the use of  consultants during times 
of  mergers, the authors reinforce the importance of  
leadership’s role in establishing standards of  conduct.15 
The expectations of  mutual respect, honesty, and confi-
dentiality for all team members were initially addressed 
prior to the start of  any work. History and politics are 
transparently discussed for the success of  all involved. 

This orientation of  gig workers may seem time con-
suming, especially if  there are several of  them. As with 
any project, return-on-investment must be calculated. 
Carefully estimate scope and length of  the project, and 
hours needed to achieve the necessary outcome.16 Prof-
itability and cost reduction are best achieved when the 
project requires specialized talents, and a quick turn-
around (Table 1). 

THOUGHTS FOR FURTHER CONSIDERATION
Unable to find any literature related to first-hand ex-
periences, or organizational success stories through 
engaging gig workers, this author wanted to conclude 
with some thoughts for further consideration. A nation-
al study was conducted over an 8-year period (2006 to 
2014) of  approximately 3600 participants in an attempt 
to identify job satisfaction related to flexibility.17 The 

sample included full-time, independent contractors and 
self-employed workers. Results support higher job satis-
faction in the group that had autonomy over selecting 
type of  work and flexible scheduling. The correlation 
between valued employees and sustained quality and 
safety are supported in the literature.18 Nurse execu-
tives are learning that creating optimal work environ-
ments inclusive of  generational workforce differences 
is imperative to achieving the goals of  the Quadruple 
Aim.8,19,20 Focusing human resources on the work they 
are educated and competent to perform and eliminat-
ing stretch assignments can improve quality, safety, and 
staff morale.20 Imagine if  nurses could consistently pri-
oritize compassionate patient care in their daily prac-
tice. Diverse and satisfied workers can positively impact 
the overall employee experience and assist in shifting 
the culture of  the organization. 

In a 2014 article, Porter-O’Grady implored nurse 
executives to “radically” change health care for ser-
vice and fiscal sustainability.21(p.114) Nurse executives 
leveraging the gig economy worker are frontrunners 
in developing new business models that are relevant. 
The willingness to experiment with a nontraditional 
solution may be just the catalyst necessary to create 
synergies among cost, quality, and patient and staff 
satisfaction. 
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