
The Nurse Manager Span of Accountability (SOA) Index is a valid and reliable, data-driven tool
developed to help organizations understand the true workload and operational scope of nurse
managers. Beyond headcount, it measures the complexity of leadership roles by considering unit
size, acuity, staffing mix, administrative burden, and available support resources. The Index
quantifies where managerial load exceeds sustainable levels and provides actionable data for
workforce planning, financial justification, and leadership development.
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Purpose

Today’s nurse managers oversee unprecedented levels of operational and regulatory complexity,
balancing large teams alongside financial, clinical quality, and safety accountabilities that far
exceed historical norms. Literature reveals that broader spans of accountability are directly linked
to higher nurse manager turnover and burnout, increased use of contract labor and associated
safety risks, and lower engagement and retention among clinical nurses. Conversely, organizations
that right-size managerial spans demonstrate improved retention, stronger staff development,
and measurable financial benefit through reduced turnover and optimized use of support roles.

Why It Matters

Completing the SOA Index allows managers to assess their workload and identify key drivers of
strain—team ratios, role complexity, and support structures. It promotes reflection and dialogue
between nurse leaders and other executives about what is realistic and sustainable in their
context. The process itself signals organizational commitment to listening and to data-informed
leadership support.

Why Nurse Managers Should Complete the Index

Aggregate SOA Index results provide a clear, organization-wide view of leadership capacity and
areas of risk. Executives can use these insights to quantify leadership strain and guide strategic
investments, such as redesigning leadership structures, revising nurse manager role
responsibilities, engaging nurse manager coaches or mentors, or evaluating technology to reduce
administrative burden. The data also enable nurse executives to then model return on investment
for restructured leadership models and strategic financial investments in nursing services using
AONL’s companion ROI Calculator. 

How Nurse Executives Can Use the Data

By integrating SOA Index findings into workforce and financial planning, organizations can
proactively design leadership structures that enhance stability, safety, and engagement. The Index
transforms complex leadership realities into actionable measures, enabling nurse executives to
design targeted interventions that align workforce well-being with operational excellence.

Strategic Impact


