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Nebraska Workforce Landscape

In Nebraska, there is a critical shortage of behavioral health professionals. The Nebraska Behavioral 
Health Workforce Dashboard illustrates that 88 of the 93 counties in Nebraska are designated behav-
ioral health professional shortage areas by the U.S. Health Resources and Services Administration 
(HRSA). To fill these gaps, we must recruit more professionals while retaining the ones we have. As 
we work to alleviate this shortage, we believe it is critical to understand factors that influence em-
ployee retention and job satisfaction.

At BHECN, our mission is to build a behavioral health workforce that meets the needs of Nebraska’s 
residents. To accomplish this goal, we understand every stage of the employment process—recruit-
ment, training, continuing education, and retention—is critical to growing the workforce.  Since 
BHECN’s creation in 2009, we have expanded the training pipeline of students to include a variety of 
disciplines, built continuing education opportunities, and helped to identify and mitigate barriers to 
recruitment.  In this toolkit, we turn our attention to retention.

Recruitment
Retention

Competency

Recruitment, retention and competency are among leading predictors of workforce success, and 
many hiring managers consider them a top priority. Each organization faces complex factors within 
its workforce to meet the challenges of hiring and retaining talent. 

The Retention Toolkit is a starting place for employers looking for help retaining employees. Use this 
guide to tailor a retention plan to fit the needs of your own organization. 

After reviewing widely recognized best practices for employee retention, we came to the realization 
that, while there is an abundance of retention resources available online, the vast majority of these 
resources are not evidence based. 

We have contacted organizations in Nebraska and across the nation that specialize in health profes-
sions, rural healthcare, and workforce recruitment.  All of these organizations struggle to answer the 
questions: “What are effective retention practices for behavioral health professionals? Do effective 
practices differ between urban, rural and frontier areas?”

Without finding a definitive answer about effective practice in the national literature, we turned our 
attention closer to home. BHECN interviewed behavioral health employers and employees across 
Nebraska, inquiring about which strategies and practices have been effective in retaining them in 
their current roles. Their video responses are available on BHECN’s website at: 
https://unmc.edu/bhecn/workforce/retention.html

A list of additional resources is also available at the end of this toolkit. If you have comments or   
contributions that may be helpful, we’d like to hear from you at bhecn@unmc.edu. 

 

http://app1.unmc.edu/publichealth/bhecn/
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Common factors that influence employee retention and job satisfaction in behavioral health 
include:

Support 
• Close ties and open communication with superiors, co-workers and mentors while           

connecting with the community

Involvement 
• A feeling of substantial investment in the organization and community

Innovation
• Enough flexibility to provide and improve the quality of care, such as the use of telehealth 

Support, involvement and innovation help shield professionals from the everyday pressures of 
work, such as high caseloads and severity of patient problems. 

Other important factors include:

• Availability of relief coverage
• Availability of quality housing
• Quality of public schools
• Availability of practice partners
• Employment opportunities for spouse or partner
• Student loan payback 
• The opportunity to be a preceptor

While competitive compensation and benefits must be in place in order to build and maintain a 
quality workforce, compensation is not a main cause of turnover, retention, or job satisfaction.

Common Factors



SAMHSA (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Service Administration) has developed a tool to assist 
in the building of a recruitment and retention plan. This tool takes employers through all the steps to 
establish a strategic plan to assist their organization with the challenges of recruitment and retention 
in the behavioral health professions. 

The following information has been adapted from the SAMHSA website:
Building a Recruitment and Retention Plan

Self-evaluate
Employers with low rates of turnover have one thing in common—they are willing to critically, honest-
ly, and consistently evaluate their own performance and make improvements and changes. According 
the SAMHSA Retention Toolkit, a good workplace assessment is important for several reasons: 

• To identify the precise nature of staffing problems in various sectors of the organization
• To select strategies and interventions to address challenges 
• To provide a baseline or point of comparison against which the results of an intervention can  

be compared
• To help identify what is and is not working 

Collect Data
SAMHSA recommends organizations have an effective assessment of workplace recruitment and 
retention practices based on facts evidenced by data and information, which is not a guess or percep-
tion. The first step in building a recruitment and retention plan is to gather baseline information. 

Several tools to collect this data are available through SAMHSA. By gathering this baseline informa-
tion, you will be able to identify retention, turnover and vacancy rates along with effective and ineffec-
tive recruitment and retention practices. 

Define the Problem or Challenge
Once the baseline data is collected and reviewed, problem areas or areas of focus should emerge 
allowing for the identification of the most critical position within the organization. Pulling in key stake-
holders will be essential in developing and implementing a plan to address areas of concern, while 
promoting participation in the decision process and commitment to the solutions. SAMHSA has 
detailed instructions to assist in this process. 

A Leading Resource 

  Employees who are "engaged and thriving" 
  are 59% less likely to look for a job with a 
  different organization in the next 12 months.

http://www.gallup.com/businessjournal/186386/enhances-benefits-employee-engagement.aspx

http://toolkit.ahpnet.com/Building-a-Recruitment-and-Retention-Plan/Introduction.aspx
http://toolkit.ahpnet.com/Building-a-Recruitment-and-Retention-Plan/Introduction.aspx
http://toolkit.ahpnet.com/Building-a-Recruitment-and-Retention-Plan/Introduction.aspx
http://toolkit.ahpnet.com/Building-a-Recruitment-and-Retention-Plan/Step-1-Gather-Organizational-Baseline-Information.aspx
http://toolkit.ahpnet.com/Building-a-Recruitment-and-Retention-Plan/Step-2-Decide-on-the-Priority-Focus.aspx
http://www.gallup.com/businessjournal/186386/enhances-benefits-employee-engagement.aspx


Analyze
Once identification of critical position(s) and key stakeholders takes place, clarification concerning 
the type of individual for the role is the next step. 

This process will include identifying what knowledge, skills and abilities are best suited for the po-
sition while also reviewing what they will need to be successful. By working through this process, 
identifying qualified candidates and required support becomes a simpler task. Detailed methods 
to conduct the job analysis are available through the SAMHSA site. 

Accurate Job Description
According to Susan M. Heathfield on About.com an accurate job description assists in successful 
recruitment in several ways:  

• It encourages the supervisor and any other employees already performing the job to agree on 
the responsibilities and scope of the position.

• It informs human resources about the knowledge, skills, education, experience, and capabili-
ties sought in the new employee so an effective recruiting plan can be formulated.

• It informs candidates about the duties and responsibilities of the position for which they are 
applying.

• It helps employees who are participating in the interview process understand what is required 
of the new employee and suggests questions to ask candidates.

• It can protect the organization legally because it demonstrates why the candidate selected for 
a position was the most qualified and best suited.

If you would like to follow the step-by-step instructional process, go to 
Write an Accurate Job Description Quick Tool. 

http://toolkit.ahpnet.com/Building-a-Recruitment-and-Retention-Plan/Step-3-Analyze-the-Selected-Job-Position.aspx
http://toolkit.ahpnet.com/Building-a-Recruitment-and-Retention-Plan/Step-3-Analyze-the-Selected-Job-Position.aspx
http://toolkit.ahpnet.com/Building-a-Recruitment-and-Retention-Plan/Step-4-Write-an-Accurate-Job-Description/Write-an-Accurate-Job-Description-Quick-Tool.aspx


Identify the Strategy
Start planning to meet the needs of the organization based on the data collected and choices made 
while identifying interventions within the selected strategy.  

Re-sort the baseline data, review it from a perspective influenced by the knowledge gained through 
defining the problem, identifying the needs, resources and constraints, developing objectives and 
alternatives, and selecting the priority. 

Some questions to consider when deciding which intervention to use:

• How big is your problem?
• Is it a problem of the whole organization, of a certain site or division, of one shift or all shifts?
• Do you need an immediate fix, or can you plan a longer intervention for a greater future outcome? 
• Do you have to be concerned with running out of resources for long-term interventions? Can you 

complete the intervention in stages?
• Do you need to start with short-term objectives to show results and provide quick relief?
• What intervention could produce the biggest impact for your problem?
• What intervention would be the most realistic in terms of resources and successful task comple-

tion?
• Do you have key staff, contractors, or volunteers available to complete the necessary steps in the 

intervention, such as those who will be involved in developing, implementing, and evaluating the 
intervention?

Develop the Action Plan
SAMHSA describes an action plan as a documented strategy for solving a problem. They have devel-
oped detailed steps to assist in the development of a recruitment and retention plan covering every-
thing from selecting a responsible implementer to communicating the outcomes. 

More than one-quarter of employees are in a 
high-retention-risk category.

https://www.towerswatson.com/en-US/Insights/Newsletters/Americas/insider/2015/06/seven-
things-to-know-about-employee-retention-risks

http://toolkit.ahpnet.com/Building-a-Recruitment-and-Retention-Plan/Step-5-Start-the-Plan-Identify-the-Strategy/Start-the-Plan-Identify-the-Strategy-Quick-Tool.aspx
http://toolkit.ahpnet.com/Building-a-Recruitment-and-Retention-Plan/Step-6-Develop-the-Action-Plan/Develop-the-Action-Plan-Quick-Tool.aspx
https://www.towerswatson.com/en-US/Insights/Newsletters/Americas/insider/2015/06/seven-things-to-know-about-employee-retention-risks
https://www.towerswatson.com/en-US/Insights/Newsletters/Americas/insider/2015/06/seven-things-to-know-about-employee-retention-risks
https://www.towerswatson.com/en-US/Insights/Newsletters/Americas/insider/2015/06/seven-things-to-know-about-employee-retention-risks


Looking for more information and best practices on retention? 
Here are a few resources to get you started: 

Building a Recruitment and Retention Plan
SAMHSA (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Service Administration) 
http://toolkit.ahpnet.com/Building-a-Recruitment-and-Retention-Plan/Introduction.aspx

Retention Toolkit: Resources for Retaining Valued Staff 
University of Michigan 
https://hr.umich.edu/working-u-m/management-administration/additional-resources-supervisors-
managers/retention-toolkit-resources-retaining-valued-staff

Midwest Retention Toolkit
3RNet 
https://www.3rnet.org/Portals/0/About/PDFs/MidwestRetentionToolkitFinal.pdf

Enhancing the Peer Provider Workforce: Recruitment, Supervision and Retention 
National Association of State Mental Health Program Directors
http://www.gmhcn.org/files/PeerProviderWorkforceNASMHPD.2014.pdf

Recruitment, Onboarding, & Retention: A Toolkit for Health Centers 
National Association of Community Health Centers
http://www.nachc.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/NACHC-Recruitment-Onboarding-and-Reten-
tion-Toolkit-04092015.pdf

Additional Resources 

http://toolkit.ahpnet.com/Building-a-Recruitment-and-Retention-Plan/Introduction.aspx
https://hr.umich.edu/working-u-m/management-administration/additional-resources-supervisors-managers
https://hr.umich.edu/working-u-m/management-administration/additional-resources-supervisors-managers
https://www.3rnet.org/Portals/0/About/PDFs/MidwestRetentionToolkitFinal.pdf
http://www.gmhcn.org/files/PeerProviderWorkforceNASMHPD.2014.pdf
http://www.nachc.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/NACHC-Recruitment-Onboarding-and-Retention-Toolkit-04092015.pdf
http://www.nachc.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/NACHC-Recruitment-Onboarding-and-Retention-Toolkit-04092015.pdf
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