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Pitfalls to Avoid
As you navigate your transition from staff nurse 
to charge nurse, watch out for these potential 
pitfalls.

 ➢ Over-supervising: There is a tendency 
for some new charge nurses to resist 
delegating and to immerse themselves in 
overseeing the tasks of others. 

 ➢ Under-supervising: Some new charge 
nurses fear appearing “bossy” and 
therefore fail to provide the needed 
direction on a nursing unit. Sometimes 
charge nurses make this mistake because 
they have difficulty moving from the role 
of friend to the role of leader.

 ➢ Failing to delegate: One reason charge nurses are selected is that they have excellent 
clinical skills and knowledge. It can be challenging for new charge nurses to delegate 
tasks to those who are less experienced. However, it’s important that you delegate 
frequently so that you can focus on the overall workflow of your unit.

 ➢ Ignoring concerns of team: It is easy to become so concerned with your own 
responsibilities that you forget to focus on work problems of the team. Make it a point 
to check in with your staff, especially the less experienced ones, by regularly asking 
whether they need support.

 ➢ Blaming management: Subtle statements such as, “Administration is making us 
do this,” will quickly undermine management’s influence and the hospital’s ability to 
drive change. If you disagree with a policy, discuss it privately with your manager to 
better understand the reasons for it. Even if you don’t agree with a change in policy or 
procedure, explain the reasons for it to your team.

 ➢ Playing favorites: The most effective charge nurses do not play favorites. Make every 
effort to assign tasks fairly and spend time with all members of your team. If you 
usually spent your break time with certain friends before becoming charge nurse, you 
can still do this; just spend similar amounts of time with others.

Think About It! One of the most important traits of a strong leader is the ability to be fair. 
Could frequently taking your meal breaks with the same person affect the team’s perception 
of your ability to be fair?
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Winning Strategies
 ➢ Stay confident: Confidence helps you establish your authority. If you appear insecure, 

you will not inspire trust in your team.
 ➢ Accept that not everyone will like you: Many charge nurses undermine their own 

effectiveness because they want to be friends with staff members. You can be in 
charge of a successful team even if you aren’t a personal friend to all. Trust and 
respect are needed, but friendship is not a requirement.

 ➢ Ignore gossip: Not everyone will like the fact 
that you are now in charge. Accept that fact, 
but do not give others any fodder for gossip. 
Maintain your integrity. Ignore gossip about 
you, and address it when you observe others 
gossiping, no matter the topic.

 ➢ Get to know your staff: You may have worked 
with some employees on your unit for years, but 
that doesn’t mean you know them. Learn what 
excites and interests them and what they worry 
about. Your team can make or break you in your 
quest to be an excellent charge nurse. Ask them 
what they need to be more productive and what 
changes they would like to see on the unit.

 ➢ Create coalitions: Much of your success as a charge nurse will depend on your ability 
to influence employees other than the nursing staff on your unit. Supportive alliances, 
both within your department and throughout the hospital, will be necessary for 
achieving success. Identify persons whose support is essential to your success.

 ➢ Confront silences: Getting the cold shoulder is sometimes called “silent 
insubordination.” If a teammate is clearly communicating nonverbally that she is  
not supporting the unit’s goals, confront her. Try to clear the air and ask what her 
concerns are.

 ➢ Maintain close relationship with manager: Your manager is your best resource. 
Keep the lines of communication open and regularly share your concerns regarding 
staffing, work performance, unit challenges, etc. Your manager will be the voice of 
your unit to administration.

 ➢ Attend training: Be systematic and focused about determining what you need to 
learn and how you will learn it. Not all training is formal; take advantage of what your 
hospital offers. Ongoing development is a hallmark trait of the most effective leaders.

 ➢ Know chain-of-command and when to contact management for guidance: 
Know your scope of responsibilities. Provide helpful performance feedback to your 
teammates, but if poor performance persists or disciplinary action might be in order, 
communicate with your manager. When in doubt, document the situation and contact 
your manager.

 ➢ Pace yourself: Don’t try to master every facet of the charge nurse role at once.  
Take time to build credibility with your staff first, and focus on one developmental  
area at a time.
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