
Staff Recruitment: To address immediate staffing needs several initiatives were put into effect: 1.
Increased use of contracting agencies (Figure 1), 2. Expanded use of direct reach out as a recruitment
tool, 3. Development of roles that required no prior research experience which created an entry point for
undergraduate students to join the workforce (Figure 2, 3 and 4), 4. Creation of remote/hybrid roles to
allow for nation-wide recruitment (Figure 3), 5. Development of a workforce pipeline through internships
(Table 1), and 6. Realignment of salaries to appropriate benchmarks (Figure 5).
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Great Resignation affected all industries, leading to a record-breaking turnover rate. As a result of this
trend, the University of North Carolina (UNC) Lineberger Comprehensive Cancer Center (LCCC)
experienced an unprecedented staffing shortage. This was further exacerbated by pre-existing local,
regional and industry factors such as UNC LCCC’s location in the Research Triangle Park where
competition for clinical research professionals is fierce and pharmaceutical pay, benefits and flexibility
historically far exceeded academic research centers. LCCC’s staffing crisis was further compounded by a
hold on raises for state employees during this timeframe, and a lack of a commensurate increase in staff
to support substantial portfolio growth in 2019 during which the number of open to accrual studies and
interventional treatment accruals increased by 58% and 34%, respectively. In May 2021, LCCC hit its
staffing low with 62 vacancies out of 174 positions. By spring 2022, clinical and regulatory vacancies led to
accrual and clinical trial activation holds.

The goal of this initiative was to quickly onboard qualified staff and to increase office capacity while also
retaining current staff to enable the LCCC Clinical Trial Office (CTO) to fulfill our mission: Extraordinary
Research. Exceptional Care.

The most successful recruitment efforts were the increased use of contractors from a variety of agencies and the creation of entry-level positions allowing for recruitment of undergraduate students. Salary increases and career
ladders were the most successful retention methods when coupled with a positive workplace culture. Building workplace culture was driven by teambuilding activities, decreasing the staff to manager ratio allowing for increased
staff support, and creating subject matter expert training positions to alleviate the training burden placed on managers and staff. To ensure the continuation of staff recruitment and retention efforts, LCCC clinical research
conducted strategic planning in 2022. Strategic planning led LCCC to initiate organizational structure optimization including hiring a Director of Workforce Development & Administration to lead and sustain focus on staff
recruitment, development and belonging.

Background & Goals

Solutions & Methods

Learns Learned & Future Directions

Outcomes

Table 1. Building the Pipeline Internships

Figure 3. Functional Group Recruitment/Retention Methods

Solutions & Methods

Figure 4. Career ladders were created in key
functional groups, such as (A) Clinical
Operations, and (B) Sponsor Operations.
This allowed for incremental growth and
development of staff in-house and
recognition for their step-wise growth of
expertise. Furthermore, new growth
opportunities outside of personnel
management were development such as
the Clinical Trainer & SWAT SC in Clinical
Operations and Senior Monitor and Senior
Project Manager in sponsor operations.

Figure 4. New/Expanded Career Ladders

Figure 8. CTO Vacancies, Growth, Attrition & Re-staffing

Figure 1. Contract Agencies

Figure 1. The CTO increased use of contracting agencies expanding from 6 to 10 agencies tasked with recruiting contract staff to join the CTO in a variety
of positions ranging from study coordinators (SC) to regulatory associates (RA) to OnCoreTM pre-award financial analysts. These contracting agencies
recruited for both direct placement and 6-12 month contract roles. This substantially increased the # of contractors hired into the CTO in 2022.

Figure 3. Additional subject matter expert (SME) positions were added within each functional group to allow for continued growth and development of staff outside of management of direct repots. In
response to the pandemic, UNC’s School of Medicine (SOM) added flexibility in staff primary work locations, increasing the CTO’s ability to create hybrid and remote roles. Each functional group was re-
evaluated by the CTO to determine the business needs for onsite presence resulting in all non-patient facing teams being transitioned to remote work . Clinical teams remained hybrid work with
additional flexibility to work from home more frequently. To meet the business needs, each disease group is required to have 1 member of the clinical team onsite and readily available to consent newly
identified patients. Furthermore, for all in person visits, clinical staff come on site to support study subjects. These onsite SCs with scheduled visits are in addition to the onsite consenting support for the
disease group. Not only did transitioning to more flexible work improve the work/life balance and satisfaction of the CTO team, creating an inducement for clinical research staff interviewing for CTO
roles to accept them, it also enabled nation-wide searches for high quality and hard to find talent.
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Staff Retention: To retain research staff, several initiatives were put into effect: 1. Metered enrollment
based on staff morale and bandwidth, 2. Creation of a trial activation slot system based on CTO capacity,
3. New/expanded career ladders in key functional groups (Figure 4), 4. Salary increases via formal HR job
reclassifications (Figure 5), 5. Transition to remote work for non-patient facing staff and hybrid work for
patient facing staff (Figure 3), 6. In-person and remote teambuilding activities to re-shape office culture
(Figure 6), 7. New career growth opportunities outside of personnel management (Figure 3 and 4), and
8. Professional development offerings for CTO leadership (Figure 7).

Chief Medical Officer, LCCC Clinical Research

Executive Director, LCCC Clinical Research

Director, Sponsor 
Operations

Director, Clinical Operations Director, Work Force 
Development & Administration

Director, Regulatory 
Operations

• Training Program Management
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Internship 

Name

UNC Lineberger & North Carolina Central University (NCCU)-

Building Oncology Workforce Summer Internship

UNC Lineberger Clinical Development ImPACT 

Internship

Office of Clinical Translational 

Research Internship
Brief 

Description

2-year longitudinal summer internship for 5 North Carolina 

Central University (NCCU) undergraduate students that 

focuses on longitudinal mentorship as well as exposure to 

cancer clinical research, clinical care of cancer patients, and 

professional development activities.

Internship offered through the UNC Training Initiatives 

in Biomedical and Biological Sciences (TIBBS) Program, 

which provides PhD students with internships that 

allow career exploration and professional development 

opportunities. 

The TSHS Clinical Research Internship 

is a semester-long program that is 

designed to provide undergraduate 

students with an introduction to 

clinical research and healthcare. 

Target Interns BIPOC Undergraduate Students, from NCCU, an HBU UNC Life Science PhD Candidates UNC Undergraduate Students
Paid/Unpaid Stipend Salary Support 1st Cohort Paid
Curriculum 

Description

• Clinical research courses

• Career panels

• Lecture series

• Clinical rotations

• SC shadowing

• 1:1 Mentorship

• Professional development seminars

• Asynchronous clinical development/regulatory 

courses

• Clin dev/regulatory shadowing

• Training on medical writing with assigned 

projects to complete

• Oversight Committee/IRB meeting attendance

• 1:1 Mentorship

• SC, lab & provider shadowing

• Clinical research workshops

Senior staff with the CTO also focused on recruiting former peers and friends to join the CTO, with one staff member recruiting a remarkable 7 applicants leading to 3 permanent hires 
for senior-level positions within a 9-month period.

A

99 new staff members onboarded January 2022 to 
December 2022
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Figure 8. 2019 was a banner year for the CTO, with the number of open to accrual studies and interventional
treatment accruals increasing by 58% and 34%, respectively leading to the need to increase the workforce to
support this additional workload. (A) The number of positions within the CTO grew from 137 to 199 from 2019 to
2022. % vacancy increased from 2019 to 2021 before reducing to an all-time low in 2022, with only new leader-
level positions needing to be filled. (B) The % increase in the # of positions in the CTO (2029 compared to 2022) as
a whole and each functional group to cover the increased workload and provide further opportunity for CTO
portfolio and accrual growth. (C) Vacancies due to increasing the size of the office were further compounded by an
increase in the attrition rate. Attrition rate is defined as the # of staff leaving the CTO for an external opportunity
÷ total staff in CTO. Attrition rate was high (12%) in 2019 due to the increase in workload without the subsequent
increase in staffing leading to burnout. Attrition rate decreased in 2020 due to the covid-19 pandemic, but then
skyrocketed to a 4-year high of 13% during the Great Resignation. The attrition rate was then substantially
decreased in 2022 by 4.5% (8.5% attrition).

Remote work allowed for recruitment from new talent pools. For example, as of 
May 2023, the regulatory team has 18% out of state employees & 9% in-sate 

employs living ≥2 hours from the cancer center (27% overall)

96% (24 of 25) contractors converted in 2022.
7 resigned prior to completing their contractions & being invited to apply for permanent positions.

Contractor conversion rate = % of individuals invited to convert to permanent positions who ultimately 
accepted a permanent position 

Table 2. Pipelines of future clinical research staff were developed by training students at UNC and NCCU in clinical research

Activation Capacity (2023 compared to 2019 & 2022)  Increased
23 additional interventional treatment trial slots
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Figure 5. CTO Salary Growth

Figure 5. CTO salaries were realigned to appropriate benchmarks to
recruitment new talent and retain current talent. *2023 projected
increases.

*

Figure 2. Entry-Level Assistant Study Coordinators

Figure 6. CTO Teambuilding Figure 7. CTO Leadership Development
Types of Activities • Lunch & Learns

• Meal (Breakfast, Lunch, Happy Hour)

• Games (Bowling, Drive Shack, Baseball, Trivia)

• Art& Crafts (Wine & Design)

• Retreats
Goal Connect teams in fun ways. Driving in-person connection 

for teambuilding. Creating a culture of gratitude. 
Groups 1. Each disease group, 2. Leadership, 3. Behind-the-scenes 

staff
Funding Yes, amounts based on group size
Frequency Quarterly
Owner Disease Groups: Disease Group Leader

Leadership: Executive Director

Behind-the-Scenes Staff: Rotates functional groups
Required 

Attendance

No

Timing Preference- during work, after work, weekends

Figure 6. Teambuilding events balance in-person
connection with not requiring staff to come back to
the office. Overwhelmingly these events have
received positive feedback from staff who love
working at home, but miss the connection with their
peers.

Executive Director discretionary funds outside of the CTO budget to dedicate to 
leadership development. 

Goal Provide professional development to the super stars 

to keep them in-house. Grow strong leaders to 

support retention of staff.

2022 

Activities

• SME Conferences (e.g., AACI CRI)

• Leadership Conferences (Workhuman Live)

• Workshops (How to Conduct a 1:1 Bootcamp)

• Leadership Coaches

2023 Plans • Crucial Conversations 2-day Workshop

• Leadership Books (Multipliers by Liz Wiseman & 

Reality-Based Leadership by Cy Wakeman)

• Leadership Playing Cards (Management Mess to 

Leadership Success by Scott Miller

• UNC-Based Leadership Development Program 

(ULead)

• SME Conferences (e.g., AACI CRI)

• Leadership Conference (Workhuman Live)

• Leadership Onboarding Program
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Figure 2. An Assistant Study Coordinator role was developed
and 6 FTEs were hired as a solution to offset coordinator
burnout and create a feeder pool of employees who would
spend a year gaining incrementally more advanced experience
within the office. Two dedicated training roles were developed
to support the training of 50 staff hired in 2022 alone. A
dedicated on-site trainer bridged the gap for employees
unfamiliar with our campus due to being hired in a hybrid work
environment. A SME professional track was created and serves
as an alternative to the previously established management
professional track for advancement.
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