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Chairman Keiser and Committee members: My name is Mamie Walth, director of Strategic 

Planning and Public Policy for Sanford Health in Bismarck Thank you for the opportunity to 

share with you today information about healthcare recruitment in western North Dakota. 

Sanford Health is an integrated health system headquartered in the Dakotas and is now the 

largest rural, not-for-profit health care system in the nation with locations in 126 communities in 

nine states. With more than 26,000 employees, Sanford Health is the largest employer in North 

and South Dakota. 

Historically, Sanford Health has a strong recruitment and retention program. As an example, in 

North Dakota, the Bismarck and Fargo regions collectively employ more than 2,000 nurses

including 350 new hires in FY14-and more than 500 physicians and advanced-practice 

providers. The Bismarck region alone employs 744 nurses and 269 physicians and advanced 

practice providers. In FY14 we hired 100 nurses and 28 new providers. Because our retention 

rate is strong, e.g. a 3.7% physician turnover rate vs. 8% nationwide, the majority of the new 

hires are growth-related. 

Recruitment tools 

• Sanford College of Nursing tuition loan program: Loan is cancellable by employment. 

• Stipend program: Monthly stipends offered to medical students in exchange for a signing 

commitment. 

• Sons/Daughters program: Mentorship and financial assistance offered to Sanford 

employees' children. 

• Sign-on bonus: Offered to physicians, APPs and critically needed positions; may be used 

for loan repayment and/or living costs. 

• Retention bonus: Quarterly payments offered to critical needs areas. 

• Scholarship programs: Available for nursing, pharmacy and other medical degree 

programs. 
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The challenge: Supply and demand 

Sanford Health and other health care organizations are working diligently to recruit and retain a 

sustainable workforce, but we're falling short. 

Currently, Sanford's Bismarck region has 123 full-time nursing positions posted and 282 unfilled 

positions overall. Ten years ago we averaged 75 openings at any given time. Increasingly positions 

are lifted to "critical" status, meaning the positions have gone unfilled for more than six months 

because we do not have an adequate applicant pool. 

Note: the impact created by western North Dakota's energy boom is compounded by Baby 

Boomers-we are seeing increased volumes plus increased acuity. Adults aged 65 and older 

inherently have a disproportionate prevalence of chronic disease and other health problems. 

A major barrier appears to be training bottlenecks: the need for increased health care training 

programs is not keeping pace with demand. For example, whereas the Bismarck region enjoyed a 

strong supply of nurses via the Sanford College of Nursing and University of Mary nursing programs 

for many years, the two programs are no longer adequate to meet demand. The Sanford CON Class of 

2014 included a record-setting 57 graduates. Sanford Bismarck hired 54 of them yet still has need for 

another 67 baccalaureate-trained nurses. The College's recently established partnership with North 

Dakota State University's nursing program will provide critically-needed growth opportunities. 

Lab techs are the next most critically needed area-current staff is stretched thin to meet demand 

and the applicant pool is diminishing. Despite recruitment incentives outlined above and a 

partnership with Bismarck State College to train students in this area, we struggle to fill these 

positions. 

Critically needed areas in physician recruitment include internal medicine, highly-specialized 

physicians such as endocrinology and rheumatology and primary care for Bakken-based 

communities. APP need is ballooning. Sanford Bismarck hired 21 APPs in FY14 and 

anticipates doubling that in FY15. 

Thank you for your leadership and commitment to supporting healthcare education opportunities in 

North Dakota and the healthcare system as a whole. Expanding access to healthcare via sustainable 

partnerships will benefit all North Dakotans by providing improved access to affordable care. 

Our Mission: 

Dedicated to the work of 
health and healinc 


