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Abstract 

The Affordable Care Act’s Hospital Readmissions Reduction Program (HRRP) penalizes hospitals 
based on excess readmission rates among Medicare beneficiaries. The aim of the program is to 
reduce readmissions while aligning hospitals’ financial incentives with payers’ and patients’ quality 
goals. Many evidence-based interventions that reduce readmissions, such as discharge preparation, 
care coordination, and patient education, are grounded in the fundamentals of basic nursing care. 
Yet inadequate staffing can hinder nurses’ efforts to carry out these processes of care. We estimated 
the effect that nurse staffing had on the likelihood that a hospital was penalized under the HRRP. 
Hospitals with higher nurse staffing had 25 percent lower odds of being penalized compared to 
otherwise similar hospitals with lower staffing. Investment in nursing is a potential system-level 
intervention to reduce readmissions that policy makers and hospital administrators should consider 
in the new regulatory environment as they examine the quality of care delivered to US hospital 
patients. 
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