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Abstract. Healthcare organizations face growing challenges in aligning workforce supply
with fluctuating patient demand, especially as labor shortages and operational pressures
intensify. Traditional staffing models often lack the flexibility and predictive power needed
to support long-term strategic planning. This paper presents an innovative approach
to strategic workforce planning in hospital systems through advanced machine learning
techniques. We develop a comprehensive mathematical framework that integrates time
series forecasting, multi-objective optimization, and deep learning architectures to predict
staffing demands and optimize skill mix allocations. The model incorporates temporal
patterns of patient acuity, departmental workload fluctuations, and staff availability con-
straints to generate robust predictions across multiple planning horizons. Our method-
ology combines convolutional neural networks with transformer architectures to capture
both local and global temporal dependencies in historical workforce data, while employing
Gaussian process regression to quantify uncertainty in predictions. Validation across five
hospital systems demonstrates that our approach reduces mean absolute percentage error
in staff requirement forecasts by 27.4% compared to traditional methods, while simul-
taneously improving scheduling efficiency by 18.2% and reducing projected labor costs
by 12.6%. The system’s adaptive forecasting capabilities enable dynamic reallocation
of human resources in response to shifting demand patterns, providing hospital admin-
istrators with actionable intelligence for strategic workforce planning while maintaining
high-quality patient care standards.
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(CC BY 4.0) International license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode), except where
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1. Introduction

Strategic workforce planning in healthcare environments represents one of the most chal-
lenging resource allocation problems in operational management [1]. Hospital systems face
extraordinary complexity in matching staffing levels to patient needs due to the inherent
variability in healthcare demand, the heterogeneity of required skills, regulatory constraints
on staff-to-patient ratios, and the substantial financial implications of staffing decisions.
Suboptimal staffing models contribute significantly to operational inefficiencies, diminished
quality of care, increased mortality rates, and accelerated burnout among healthcare pro-
fessionals.



Strategic Workforce Planning in Hospital Systems Through Machine-Learning-Based Forecasting of Staffing Demand and Skill Mix2

Traditional approaches to hospital workforce planning have typically relied on simplistic
forecasting techniques and rule-based heuristics that fail to capture the intricate temporal
patterns and interdependencies inherent in healthcare delivery systems. These approaches
generally suffer from an inability to adapt to emerging trends, limited incorporation of un-
certainty, and insufficient granularity in modeling skill requirements across different hospi-
tal departments and patient populations [2]. The limitations of conventional methodologies
have become particularly apparent amid increasing healthcare system strain, evolving care
delivery models, and shifting workforce demographics.

This research introduces a novel computational framework for hospital workforce plan-
ning that leverages recent advances in machine learning and operations research to ad-
dress these limitations. Our approach integrates multiple data streams—including histori-
cal staffing patterns, patient census data, acuity levels, admission and discharge patterns,
and procedural schedules—into a unified predictive modeling framework. This framework
employs sophisticated time series analysis, deep learning architectures, and stochastic op-
timization techniques to generate robust forecasts of staffing requirements across multiple
planning horizons, from daily shift assignments to multi-year strategic workforce develop-
ment.

The primary contributions of this paper include: (1) development of a hybrid deep learn-
ing architecture that combines convolutional neural networks (CNNs) and transformer mod-
els to capture multi-scale temporal patterns in workforce requirements; (2) integration of
uncertainty quantification through Gaussian process regression to provide confidence inter-
vals on staffing predictions; (3) formulation of a multi-objective optimization framework
that balances competing objectives including care quality, cost efficiency, staff preferences,
and regulatory compliance; and (4) implementation of an adaptive forecasting system that
continuously updates predictions based on real-time operational data. [3]

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. First, we present a comprehensive
review of the theoretical underpinnings and existing methodologies in healthcare workforce
planning. Next, we delineate our mathematical framework, including the formulation of the
prediction problem, architecture of the forecasting models, and optimization approach. We
then describe our experimental methodology and present results from validation across mul-
tiple hospital systems [4]. Finally, we discuss the implications of our findings for healthcare
administration and outline directions for future research.

2. Theoretical Framework and Problem Formulation

The strategic workforce planning problem in hospital settings can be conceptualized as
a multi-dimensional optimization challenge that must address numerous constraints while
balancing competing objectives. In this section, we formalize the mathematical represen-
tation of this problem and establish the theoretical foundation for our forecasting and
optimization approach.

Let us define a hospital system as a collection of departments D = {d1, d2, ..., dm},
each requiring different categories of staff S = {s1, s2, ..., sn} across a planning horizon
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T = {t1, t2, ..., tk}. The workforce demand at department d for staff category s at time
t can be represented as Wd,s,t. This demand is influenced by numerous factors, including
patient census Pd,t, average patient acuity Ad,t, procedural volume Vd,t, and seasonal factors
θt.

The fundamental forecasting problem can be expressed as finding a function f such that:
Ŵd,s,t = f(Pd,t−h:t−1, Ad,t−h:t−1, Vd,t−h:t−1, θt,Ω)

where Ŵd,s,t represents the predicted workforce demand, t−h : t− 1 denotes a historical
window of length h, and Ω represents additional contextual features such as day-of-week,
holidays, and local events that may influence healthcare utilization patterns.

The optimization problem then becomes determining the optimal staffing levels Xd,s,t

for each department, staff category, and time period to minimize a cost function C subject
to various constraints:

minX C(X, Ŵ )

subject to: [5]∑
s∈S Xd,s,t ≥ γdŴd,s,t ∀d ∈ D, t ∈ T

Xd,s,t ≤ Ms,t ∀d ∈ D, s ∈ S, t ∈ T∑
d∈D Xd,s,t ≤ Ns,t ∀s ∈ S, t ∈ T

where γd represents the safety factor for department d to account for prediction uncer-
tainty, Ms,t represents the maximum allowable staff of category s in a single department
at time t (due to supervision constraints), and Ns,t represents the total available staff of
category s at time t.

The cost function C incorporates multiple components:
C(X, Ŵ ) = αClabor(X) + βCshortage(X, Ŵ ) + δCovertime(X) + ϕCcontinuity(X)

where Clabor represents direct labor costs, Cshortage represents the penalty for under-
staffing relative to predicted demand, Covertime represents costs associated with overtime
assignments, and Ccontinuity represents the cost of disruptions to staffing continuity. The
coefficients α, β, δ, and ϕ represent the relative weights of these components in the overall
objective function.

This formulation captures the essence of the workforce planning problem but simplifies
several real-world complexities. In practice, additional constraints must be incorporated,
including staff preferences, skill substitutability, cross-training capabilities, regulatory re-
quirements regarding consecutive shifts, and minimum rest periods between assignments.
[6]

3. Advanced Time Series Forecasting Methodology

Our approach to forecasting workforce demand employs a sophisticated ensemble of time
series models that capture different aspects of the temporal patterns in healthcare utiliza-
tion. This ensemble combines traditional statistical methods with advanced deep learning
architectures to achieve robust predictions across multiple time horizons.
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3.1. Multi-Scale Temporal Convolutional Networks. To capture the hierarchical tem-
poral patterns in workforce demand, we implement a multi-scale temporal convolutional net-
work (MS-TCN) that processes the input time series at different resolutions. The network
architecture consists of multiple parallel branches, each operating at a different temporal
scale to capture patterns ranging from hourly fluctuations to seasonal trends.

For a given input time series x ∈ RT×F , where T represents the temporal dimension and
F represents the feature dimension, each branch b of the MS-TCN applies a series of dilated
causal convolutions:

z
(l)
b = ReLU(W

(l)
b ∗ z(l−1)

b + b
(l)
b )

where z
(l)
b represents the output of layer l in branch b, W (l)

b represents the convolutional
weights, b(l)b represents the bias term, and ∗ denotes the dilated causal convolution opera-
tion. The dilation factor for branch b at layer l is given by d

(l)
b = rlb, where rb is the dilation

rate specific to branch b.
The outputs of the parallel branches are then combined through an attention mechanism:

[7]
zcombined =

∑B
b=1 ab · z

(L)
b

where ab represents the attention weight for branch b, computed as:

ab =
exp(vT tanh(Waz

(L)
b ))∑B

j=1 exp(v
T tanh(Waz

(L)
j ))

This multi-scale approach enables the model to simultaneously capture short-term fluc-
tuations in staffing needs (e.g., due to intraday variation in emergency department volume)
and long-term trends (e.g., seasonal influenza patterns or gradual demographic shifts).

3.2. Transformer-Based Sequence Modeling. To capture complex dependencies be-
tween different departments and staff categories, we augment the MS-TCN with a transformer-
based sequence modeling component. The transformer architecture employs self-attention
mechanisms to identify relationships between different elements of the input sequence, al-
lowing the model to learn interdependencies between departments that may experience
related demand patterns. [8]

The self-attention mechanism computes attention scores between all pairs of positions in
the input sequence:

A(Q,K, V ) = softmax
(
QKT
√
dk

)
V

where Q = WQX, K = WKX, and V = WV X represent the query, key, and value
projections of the input X, and dk is the dimension of the keys.

To incorporate temporal information explicitly, we employ relative positional encodings
in the self-attention computation:

Ai,j =
(WQXi)

T (WKXj+Ri−j)√
dk

where Ri−j represents a learnable embedding that depends on the relative position be-
tween positions i and j.

The transformer architecture employs multi-head attention to capture different types of
relationships:
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MultiHead(X) = WO[head1; head2; . . . ; headh]

where headi = A(W i
QX,W i

KX,W i
V X), and WO is a projection matrix that combines the

outputs of the individual attention heads.

3.3. Uncertainty Quantification through Gaussian Processes. Accurate quantifica-
tion of prediction uncertainty is essential for robust workforce planning [9]. To this end, we
employ Gaussian process regression (GPR) as a final layer in our forecasting framework.
The GPR provides probabilistic forecasts that quantify the uncertainty associated with the
predicted workforce demands.

In the GPR framework, the workforce demand Wd,s,t is modeled as a realization of a
Gaussian process:

Wd,s,t ∼ GP(m(x), k(x,x′))

where m(x) is the mean function, k(x,x′) is the covariance function (kernel), and x
represents the input features.

We employ a composite kernel function that combines a radial basis function (RBF)
kernel to capture smooth variations, a periodic kernel to model recurring patterns, and a
Matérn kernel to account for less regular fluctuations:

k(x,x′) = σ2
rbf exp

(
− |x−x′|2

2l2rbf

)
+σ2

per exp
(
−2 sin2(π|x−x′|/p)

l2per

)
+σ2

mat
21−ν

Γ(ν)

(√
2ν|x−x′|
lmat

)ν
Kν

(√
2ν|x−x′|
lmat

)
where σ2

rbf , σ2
per, and σ2

mat are the signal variances, lrbf , lper, and lmat are the length
scales, p is the period, ν is the smoothness parameter, and Kν is the modified Bessel
function.

The hyperparameters of the kernel function are optimized by maximizing the log marginal
likelihood: [10]

log p(y|X,θ) = −1
2y

TK−1
θ y − 1

2 log |Kθ| − n
2 log(2π)

where y represents the observed workforce demands, X represents the input features
for all observations, Kθ is the covariance matrix computed using the kernel function with
parameters θ, and n is the number of observations.

The predictive distribution for a new input x∗ is then given by:
p(Wd,s,t|x∗,X,y) = N (µ∗, σ

2
∗)

where:
µ∗ = kT∗ K

−1y σ2
∗ = k∗∗ − kT∗ K

−1k∗
with k∗ = k(X,x∗) and k∗∗ = k(x∗,x∗).
This probabilistic formulation allows us to generate not only point forecasts but also

prediction intervals that quantify the uncertainty associated with the forecasts. This in-
formation is crucial for risk-aware staffing decisions, as it enables hospital administrators
to implement appropriate safety margins in staffing levels based on the confidence in the
predictions.
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4. Mathematical Optimization Framework

The forecasting models described in the previous section provide probabilistic predictions
of workforce demand across departments, staff categories, and time periods. These predic-
tions serve as inputs to a mathematical optimization framework that determines optimal
staffing levels to balance multiple competing objectives. [11]

4.1. Multi-Objective Optimization Formulation. We formulate the staffing optimiza-
tion problem as a multi-objective mixed-integer program. Let Xd,s,t,e represent the assign-
ment of employee e of staff category s to department d during time period t. The primary
objective function is to minimize the expected total cost:

minX E[C(X,W )] = E
[∑

d∈D
∑

s∈S
∑

t∈T
∑

e∈Es
cs,eXd,s,t,e +

∑
d∈D

∑
s∈S

∑
t∈T psmax(0,Wd,s,t −

∑
e∈Es

Xd,s,t,e) +
∑

s∈S
∑

e∈Es

∑
t∈T os,emax(0,

∑
d∈D Xd,s,t,e − hmax)

]
where cs,e represents the hourly cost of employee e of category s, ps represents the penalty

for understaffing (which may include costs associated with decreased quality of care and
increased adverse events), os,e represents the overtime premium for employee e of category
s, hmax represents the regular hours threshold beyond which overtime is incurred, and Es

represents the set of employees in staff category s.
The expectation E[·] is taken with respect to the probability distribution of the workforce

demand W , as provided by the Gaussian process regression model. This expected cost can
be computed through numerical integration or Monte Carlo simulation. [12]

4.2. Robust Optimization Approach. To address the inherent uncertainty in workforce
demand, we employ a robust optimization approach that ensures the staffing solution re-
mains feasible and near-optimal across a range of possible demand scenarios. Instead of
optimizing for the expected cost, we minimize the worst-case cost across a set of demand
scenarios within a specified confidence level.

Let Wα = {W |P (W ) ≥ 1−α} represent the set of demand scenarios with probability at
least 1− α. The robust optimization problem can be formulated as:

minX maxW∈Wα C(X,W )

This minimax problem can be approximated by generating a finite set of scenarios
{W 1,W 2, ...,WK} from the predictive distribution and solving:

minX maxk∈{1,2,...,K}C(X,W k)

This formulation can be linearized by introducing an auxiliary variable z representing
the worst-case cost:

minX,z z

subject to: [13]
C(X,W k) ≤ z ∀k ∈ {1, 2, ...,K}
and all other constraints in the original formulation.

4.3. Column Generation for Large-Scale Optimization. The staffing optimization
problem becomes computationally challenging as the number of employees, departments,
and time periods increases. To address this scalability issue, we employ a column generation
approach that decomposes the problem into a master problem and multiple subproblems.
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The master problem determines the optimal combination of staff schedules to meet de-
mand requirements at minimum cost [14]. Each column in the master problem corresponds
to a feasible schedule for a specific employee. Let Ωe represent the set of all feasible sched-
ules for employee e, and let λe,ω be a binary variable indicating whether schedule ω ∈ Ωe is
assigned to employee e. Let ad,s,t,e,ω be a parameter indicating whether schedule ω assigns
employee e of category s to department d during time period t.

The master problem can be formulated as:
miny,u,λ

∑
s∈S

∑
e∈Es

∑
ω∈Ωe

ce,ωλe,ω +
∑

d∈D
∑

s∈S
∑

t∈T psud,s,t
subject to:∑

ω∈Ωe
λe,ω ≤ 1 ∀e ∈ E∑

e∈Es

∑
ω∈Ωe

ad,s,t,e,ωλe,ω + ud,s,t ≥ Ŵd,s,t ∀d ∈ D, s ∈ S, t ∈ T

λe,ω ∈ {0, 1} ∀e ∈ E,ω ∈ Ωe

ud,s,t ≥ 0 ∀d ∈ D, s ∈ S, t ∈ T

where ce,ω represents the cost of assigning schedule ω to employee e, and ud,s,t represents
the understaffing in department d for staff category s during time period t.

Since the set of feasible schedules Ωe is typically too large to enumerate explicitly, we
generate promising schedules dynamically through pricing subproblems. For each employee
e, the pricing subproblem finds a schedule that has the most negative reduced cost: [15]

minω ce,ω −
∑

d∈D
∑

s∈S
∑

t∈T πd,s,tad,s,t,e,ω − ρe
where πd,s,t is the dual variable associated with the demand constraint for department d,

staff category s, and time period t, and ρe is the dual variable associated with the constraint
that each employee is assigned at most one schedule.

The pricing subproblem can be formulated as a resource-constrained shortest path prob-
lem on a directed graph, where each node represents a time period and each arc represents
a shift assignment. The column generation algorithm iterates between solving the master
problem (with a limited set of columns) and the pricing subproblems until no column with
negative reduced cost can be found.

5. Deep Learning Architecture and Implementation Details

This section elaborates on the deep learning components of our forecasting system, de-
tailing the architectural configurations, training methodologies, and implementation con-
siderations.

5.1. Hybrid CNN-Transformer Architecture. Our forecasting system employs a hy-
brid architecture that combines convolutional neural networks for local feature extraction
with transformer modules for capturing long-range dependencies. The input to the network
consists of multivariate time series data representing historical workforce demands, patient
census, acuity levels, and auxiliary features. [16]

The network architecture can be described as follows:
1. Input Embedding Layer: Raw features are projected into a latent space of dimension

dmodel = 512 through a linear transformation.
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2. Temporal Convolutional Block: A stack of dilated causal convolutions processes the
embedded inputs to extract hierarchical temporal features. The block consists of L = 4

layers with increasing dilation factors dl = 2l for l ∈ {0, 1, 2, 3}. Each layer applies a 1D
convolution with kernel size k = 3, followed by layer normalization and a Parametric ReLU
activation function:

z(l) = PReLU(LayerNorm(W (l) ∗dl z(l−1) + b(l)))

where ∗dl denotes a dilated causal convolution with dilation factor dl.
3. Multi-Head Self-Attention Block: The output of the convolutional block is fed into a

transformer encoder consisting of M = 6 layers [17]. Each transformer layer incorporates
multi-head self-attention with h = 8 attention heads, followed by a position-wise feed-
forward network:

z′ = LayerNorm(z + MultiHead(z)) z′′ = LayerNorm(z′ + FFN(z′))

where FFN(z) = W2 · ReLU(W1 · z + b1) + b2 is a two-layer feed-forward network with
hidden dimension dff = 2048.

4. Department-Specific Attention: To capture the unique characteristics of each hospital
department, we employ a department-specific attention mechanism that computes separate
attention weights for each department:

αd,t = softmax(Wd · z′′t ) z′′′d =
∑

t αd,t · z′′t
This mechanism allows the model to attend differently to temporal patterns based on

the specific needs and dynamics of each department.
5. Output Layer: Department-specific representations are projected through a final linear

layer to produce the probabilistic forecasts for each staff category:
µ̂d,s,t = Wµ

d,s · z
′′′
d + bµd,s σ̂d,s,t = exp(W σ

d,s · z′′′d + bσd,s)

The model outputs both the mean µ̂d,s,t and standard deviation σ̂d,s,t of the predictive
distribution for workforce demand.

5.2. Loss Function and Training Methodology. The model is trained by minimizing
a composite loss function that combines negative log-likelihood (NLL) for probabilistic
forecasting and quantile loss for targeted performance at specific quantile levels: [18]

L = λNLL · LNLL + λQL · LQL

The negative log-likelihood loss is defined as:

LNLL = 1
|D||s||T |

∑
d∈D

∑
s∈S

∑
t∈T

(
log(2πσ̂2

d,s,t)

2 +
(Wd,s,t−µ̂d,s,t)

2

2σ̂2
d,s,t

)
The quantile loss is defined for a set of quantiles Q = {0.1, 0.5, 0.9} as:
LQL = 1

|D||s||T ||Q|
∑

d∈D
∑

s∈S
∑

t∈T
∑

q∈Q ρq(Wd,s,t − Ŵ
(q)
d,s,t)

where ρq(e) = max(qe, (q − 1)e) is the quantile loss function, and Ŵ
(q)
d,s,t is the predicted

q-th quantile of the demand distribution.
The model is trained using the Adam optimizer with an initial learning rate of η = 0.001.

We employ a learning rate schedule that reduces the learning rate by a factor of 0.5 when
the validation loss plateaus for 5 consecutive epochs. Training proceeds for a maximum
of 100 epochs with early stopping based on validation performance with a patience of 15
epochs. [19]
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To prevent overfitting, we apply several regularization techniques, including dropout with
rate p = 0.1 in both the convolutional and transformer blocks, weight decay with coefficient
λwd = 0.0001, and gradient clipping with a maximum norm of 1.0.

5.3. Feature Engineering and Data Preprocessing. The success of the forecasting
model depends critically on the quality and relevance of the input features. We employ
extensive feature engineering to capture various factors that influence workforce demands:

1. Temporal Features: Calendar-based features including hour of day, day of week, day
of month, month, and indicators for holidays and special events. These features are encoded
using cyclic transformations to preserve their periodic nature:

hoursin = sin
(
2π·hour

24

)
hourcos = cos

(
2π·hour

24

)
Similar transformations are applied to other cyclical features. [20]
2. Lagged Features: Historical values of workforce demand, patient census, and acuity

levels at multiple time lags (1 day, 1 week, 2 weeks, 1 month). These features capture
autoregressive patterns and seasonal effects.

3. Rolling Statistics: Moving averages, standard deviations, minimums, and maximums
of key variables over different window sizes (24 hours, 7 days, 30 days). These features
capture local trends and volatility. [21]

4. Cross-Department Features: Aggregated statistics from related departments to cap-
ture spillover effects between units. For example, emergency department census may influ-
ence subsequent medical-surgical unit staffing needs.

5. External Factors: Weather conditions, local events, and regional disease prevalence
when available. These factors can significantly impact healthcare utilization patterns.

All numerical features are standardized to have zero mean and unit variance based on
training set statistics [22]. Categorical features are encoded using entity embeddings, which
map each category to a learned vector representation.

Missing values in the input data are addressed through a combination of forward filling
for short gaps (less than 8 hours) and imputation using k-nearest neighbors for longer gaps.
Outliers in the historical data are identified using the Isolation Forest algorithm and are
either winsorized or treated as missing values depending on the extent of deviation.

6. Empirical Validation and Performance Analysis

We conducted extensive empirical validation of our workforce planning system across five
diverse hospital systems, comprising a total of 37 hospitals and 412 departments [23]. This
section presents the experimental methodology, performance metrics, and key findings from
this validation.

6.1. Experimental Setup. For each hospital system, we collected historical data spanning
24 to 36 months, including:

1. Staffing records documenting actual employee assignments by department, shift, and
role. 2. Patient census data at hourly intervals for each department. 3. Patient acuity scores
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based on standardized assessment tools. [24] 4. Procedural volumes by department and
category. 5. Administrative data on employee qualifications, preferences, and constraints.

The data were divided into training (70%), validation (15%), and test (15%) sets using a
time-based split to preserve the temporal structure. For each hospital system, models were
trained separately to capture the unique operational characteristics and staffing patterns
of each institution. [25]

Forecasts were generated for multiple prediction horizons: short-term (1-7 days), medium-
term (1-8 weeks), and long-term (3-12 months). This multi-horizon approach enabled as-
sessment of the model’s performance across different planning timescales relevant to oper-
ational scheduling, tactical staffing, and strategic workforce development respectively.

We compared our proposed approach (denoted as ML-WFP) against several baseline
methods:

1. Historical Average (HA): Staffing levels based on historical averages for the same day
of week and time of day. 2. Seasonal Autoregressive Integrated Moving Average (SARIMA):
A statistical time series forecasting method that accounts for seasonality. [26] 3. XGBoost
(XGB): A gradient boosting framework that uses decision trees as base learners. 4. Long
Short-Term Memory Network (LSTM): A recurrent neural network architecture designed
for sequence modeling. 5. Prophet (PRO): Facebook’s time series forecasting procedure
designed for business forecasting.

6.2. Performance Metrics. We evaluated the forecasting performance using multiple
complementary metrics: [27]

1. Mean Absolute Percentage Error (MAPE): MAPE = 100%
n

∑n
i=1

∣∣∣Ai−Fi
Ai

∣∣∣
2. Root Mean Squared Error (RMSE): RMSE =

√
1
n

∑n
i=1(Ai − Fi)2

3. Mean Absolute Scaled Error (MASE): MASE =
1
n

∑n
i=1 |Ai−Fi|

1
n−m

∑n
j=m+1 |Aj−Aj−m|

4. Continuous Ranked Probability Score (CRPS): CRPS = 1
n

∑n
i=1

∫∞
−∞(F (y)−1y≥Ai)

2dy

where Ai represents the actual value, Fi represents the forecasted value, F (y) represents
the cumulative distribution function of the forecast, 1y≥Ai is an indicator function that
equals 1 if y ≥ Ai and 0 otherwise, n is the number of observations, and m is the seasonal
period (e.g., 168 for hourly data with weekly seasonality).

We also evaluated the optimization performance using metrics that quantify operational
efficiency and cost-effectiveness: [28]

1. Staff Utilization Rate (SUR): SUR =
∑

d∈D

∑
s∈S

∑
t∈T Ŵd,s,t∑

d∈D

∑
s∈S

∑
t∈T Xd,s,t

2. Overstaffing Ratio (OSR): OSR =
∑

d∈D

∑
s∈S

∑
t∈T max(0,Xd,s,t−Ŵd,s,t)∑

d∈D

∑
s∈S

∑
t∈T Ŵd,s,t

3. Understaffing Ratio (USR): USR =
∑

d∈D

∑
s∈S

∑
t∈T max(0,Ŵd,s,t−Xd,s,t)∑

d∈D

∑
s∈S

∑
t∈T Ŵd,s,t

4. Schedule Stability Index (SSI): SSI = 1−
∑

e∈E

∑
t∈T |

∑
d∈D

∑
s∈S Xd,s,t,e−

∑
d∈D

∑
s∈S Xd,s,t−1,e|

2·|E|·|T |
These metrics provide a comprehensive assessment of both the accuracy of the demand

forecasts and the operational efficiency of the resulting staffing schedules. [29]
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6.3. Results and Discussion. Table 1 presents the forecasting performance of our pro-
posed method (ML-WFP) compared to the baseline methods across different prediction
horizons, averaged over all hospital systems. The results demonstrate that our approach
consistently outperforms all baseline methods across all metrics and prediction horizons.

For short-term forecasting (1-7 days), ML-WFP achieved a MAPE of 8.2%, representing
a 27.4% improvement over the best baseline method (LSTM with 11.3% MAPE). The
performance advantage is particularly pronounced for departments with highly variable
demand patterns, such as emergency departments and intensive care units, where ML-
WFP achieved MAPE reductions of 32.1% and 29.7%, respectively, compared to the best
baseline method. [30]

For medium-term forecasting (1-8 weeks), the performance gap widens further, with
ML-WFP achieving a MAPE of 12.6% compared to 18.9% for the best baseline method
(XGBoost). This superior performance in medium-term forecasting is particularly valu-
able for constructing monthly staffing schedules and planning for seasonal variations in
healthcare demand.

For long-term forecasting (3-12 months), ML-WFP maintained a substantial advantage
with a MAPE of 17.8% compared to 26.2% for the best baseline method (Prophet). This
long-term forecasting capability enables strategic workforce planning decisions, such as
hiring, training, and skill mix optimization.

The probabilistic nature of our forecasts, quantified through the CRPS metric, shows
that ML-WFP provides well-calibrated prediction intervals that accurately capture the
uncertainty in workforce demand [31]. Across all prediction horizons, ML-WFP achieved
an average CRPS of 2.87, representing a 31.2% improvement over the best baseline method
(LSTM with CRPS of 4.17).

Analysis of the optimization performance metrics reveals that the improved forecasting
accuracy translates into more efficient staffing schedules. The ML-WFP approach achieved
an average Staff Utilization Rate of 0.92, compared to 0.78 for schedules based on the best
baseline forecasting method. The Overstaffing Ratio was reduced by 18.2%, from 0.22 to
0.18, while the Understaffing Ratio decreased by 24.7%, from 0.15 to 0.11 [32]. These
improvements in staffing efficiency correspond to an estimated cost reduction of 12.6%
across all hospital systems, representing potential annual savings of millions of dollars for
large hospital networks.

The Schedule Stability Index, which quantifies the consistency of employee schedules
over time, showed an average improvement of 14.3% with ML-WFP compared to baseline
methods. This increased stability is associated with higher employee satisfaction and lower
turnover rates, as documented in post-implementation surveys conducted at two of the
participating hospital systems.

A deeper analysis of the performance by department type reveals that the ML-WFP
approach provides the most significant improvements in departments with complex and
variable demand patterns. For instance, in emergency departments, the average MAPE
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improvement was 32.1% for short-term forecasting, while in medical-surgical units, the im-
provement was 24.9% [33]. This pattern suggests that the sophisticated temporal modeling
capabilities of our approach are particularly valuable in contexts with high variability and
complex dependencies.

Ablation studies were conducted to assess the contribution of each component of the
ML-WFP framework. Removing the multi-scale temporal convolutional network increased
the average MAPE by 15.7%, indicating the importance of capturing hierarchical tempo-
ral patterns. Removing the transformer-based sequence modeling component increased the
MAPE by 12.3%, highlighting the value of modeling long-range dependencies [34]. Re-
placing the Gaussian process regression with point forecasts increased the MAPE by 8.4%
and significantly degraded the optimization performance, underscoring the importance of
uncertainty quantification in workforce planning.

The computational efficiency of our approach is also noteworthy. The average training
time for the ML-WFP model was 3.2 hours per hospital system on a server with 4 NVIDIA
V100 GPUs. Once trained, the model can generate forecasts for all departments and staff
categories in less than 2 minutes, making it suitable for real-time decision support. The
column generation approach for staffing optimization converged in an average of 18.7 min-
utes for weekly scheduling problems, representing a 78.9% reduction in computation time
compared to solving the full mixed-integer program directly. [35]

7. Adaptive Forecasting and Dynamic Reallocation Framework

A distinctive feature of our workforce planning system is its ability to adapt to chang-
ing conditions and dynamically reallocate staff in response to emerging demand patterns.
This section describes the adaptive forecasting framework and the dynamic reallocation
mechanisms.

7.1. Online Learning for Adaptive Forecasting. Traditional forecasting models are
typically trained offline on historical data and deployed without further updates until the
next retraining cycle. This approach fails to capture rapid shifts in demand patterns, such
as those observed during disease outbreaks, extreme weather events, or operational changes
in hospital systems. [36]

To address this limitation, we implement an online learning framework that continuously
updates the forecasting models as new data becomes available. The online learning pro-
cess employs a combination of gradient-based parameter updates and Bayesian parameter
adaptation.

For gradient-based updates, we employ stochastic gradient descent with a decaying learn-
ing rate schedule to update the parameters of the deep learning components:

θt = θt−1 − ηt∇θL(θt−1, xt, yt)

where θt represents the model parameters at time t, ηt = η0/
√
t is the learning rate at

time t, L is the loss function, and (xt, yt) represents the new observation.
For the Gaussian process regression component, we employ a Bayesian update mechanism

that adjusts the posterior distribution of the kernel hyperparameters:



Strategic Workforce Planning in Hospital Systems Through Machine-Learning-Based Forecasting of Staffing Demand and Skill Mix13

p(θ|Dt) ∝ p(yt|xt,θ, Dt−1)p(θ|Dt−1)

where Dt represents the data available up to time t, and p(θ|Dt−1) is the posterior
distribution of the hyperparameters given the previous data.

To maintain computational efficiency while incorporating new information, we implement
a selective update mechanism that triggers full model updates only when the prediction
error exceeds a threshold or when significant drift is detected in the input distribution [37].
Between full updates, incremental updates are applied to the final layers of the model using
a sliding window of recent observations.

7.2. Change Point Detection. To identify significant shifts in demand patterns that
may require more substantial model adaptation, we implement a change point detection
algorithm based on Bayesian online changepoint detection. The algorithm monitors the
prediction residuals and identifies points at which the underlying data-generating process
may have changed.

Let rt = yt − ŷt represent the prediction residual at time t. We model the distribution
of residuals using a Gaussian distribution with parameters that depend on the run length
ρt, which represents the time since the last change point: [38]

p(rt|ρt, µρt , σ
2
ρt) = N (rt|µρt , σ

2
ρt)

The run length itself is treated as a latent variable with a prior distribution that favors
longer runs but allows for the possibility of change points:

p(ρt|ρt−1) =


(1− h) if ρt = ρt−1 + 1

h · p(ρt) if ρt = 0

0 otherwise
where h is the hazard rate, representing the probability of a change point occurring.
The joint distribution of the run length and the residuals can be computed recursively:
p(ρt, r1:t) =

∑
ρt−1

p(ρt|ρt−1)p(rt|ρt, r(t−ρt):t−1)p(ρt−1, r1:t−1)

When a change point is detected with high probability (p(ρt = 0|r1:t) > τ , where τ

is a threshold), a more substantial model adaptation is triggered, potentially including
retraining of deeper model layers or adjustment of the feature engineering pipeline.

7.3. Dynamic Staff Reallocation. The adaptive forecasting framework provides contin-
uously updated predictions of workforce demand across departments and staff categories.
These updated predictions serve as inputs to a dynamic staff reallocation mechanism that
adjusts staffing levels in response to emerging discrepancies between forecasted and actual
demand. [39]

Let Ŵd,s,t represent the forecasted demand for staff category s in department d at time t,
and let Wd,s,t represent the actual demand observed at time t. The reallocation mechanism
identifies departments with significant understaffing (Wd,s,t > Ŵd,s,t + δ) or overstaffing
(Wd,s,t < Ŵd,s,t − δ), where δ is a tolerance threshold.

The reallocation problem is formulated as a minimum-cost flow problem on a directed
graph. Each department is represented by a node with supply (if overstaffed) or demand
(if understaffed). Arcs between departments represent possible staff transfers, with costs
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that capture both the physical distance between departments and the skill compatibility
between the source and target positions.

The objective is to minimize the total cost of staff transfers while eliminating under-
staffing: [40]

minY
∑

d1∈D
∑

d2∈D
∑

s1∈S
∑

s2∈S cd1,d2,s1,s2Yd1,d2,s1,s2
subject to:∑

d2∈D
∑

s2∈S Yd1,d2,s1,s2 −
∑

d2∈D
∑

s2∈S Yd2,d1,s2,s1 = Xd1,s1,t −Wd1,s1,t ∀d1 ∈ D, s1 ∈
S

Yd1,d2,s1,s2 ≤ Ms1,s2 ∀d1, d2 ∈ D, s1, s2 ∈ S

Yd1,d2,s1,s2 ≥ 0 ∀d1, d2 ∈ D, s1, s2 ∈ S

where Yd1,d2,s1,s2 represents the number of staff of category s1 transferred from depart-
ment d1 to department d2 and reassigned to category s2, cd1,d2,s1,s2 represents the cost of
this transfer, and Ms1,s2 represents the maximum number of staff of category s1 that can
be reassigned to category s2 based on skill compatibility.

The reallocation mechanism is executed at regular intervals (e.g., every 4 hours) or when
triggered by significant deviations between forecasted and actual demand. The resulting
staff transfers are communicated to department managers through a mobile application
that provides real-time updates on staffing adjustments.

7.4. Implementation and User Interface. The adaptive forecasting and dynamic real-
location framework is implemented as a web-based application with a user-friendly interface
that provides hospital administrators with real-time insights into workforce demand and
staffing decisions.

The interface consists of several interconnected components: [41]
1. Dashboard: Provides an overview of key performance indicators, including forecasting

accuracy, staffing efficiency, and cost metrics. The dashboard highlights departments with
significant discrepancies between forecasted and actual demand, allowing administrators to
focus on areas requiring attention.

2. Forecast Explorer: Enables detailed exploration of workforce demand forecasts across
departments, staff categories, and time horizons. Interactive visualizations allow users to
compare forecasts with historical patterns, examine prediction intervals, and analyze the
factors driving demand fluctuations. [42]

3. Staffing Optimizer: Presents optimized staffing schedules generated by the mathemat-
ical optimization framework. Users can adjust parameters such as staff-to-patient ratios,
overtime limits, and cost weights to generate alternative schedules that reflect different
priorities.

4. Reallocation Monitor: Tracks dynamic staff reallocations in real-time, visualizing
the flow of staff between departments and the impact on staffing adequacy. The monitor
provides justifications for reallocation decisions and allows managers to approve or modify
the suggested transfers.
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5. Scenario Analyzer: Enables what-if analysis by simulating the impact of hypothetical
scenarios, such as changes in patient volume, staff availability, or care delivery models, on
workforce demand and staffing requirements. [43]

The interface is designed to be accessible to users with varying levels of technical ex-
pertise, with customizable views that present information at different levels of granularity
based on user roles and preferences. Advanced users can access detailed model outputs
and performance metrics, while operational managers may focus on actionable insights and
decisions.

8. Analysis of Model Interpretability and Explanatory Components

A critical aspect of our workforce planning system is its ability to provide interpretable
insights into the factors driving staffing requirements. This section describes the inter-
pretability mechanisms and their impact on user trust and decision-making.

8.1. Feature Attribution Methods. To explain individual predictions, we implement a
combination of model-agnostic and model-specific feature attribution methods [44]. These
methods quantify the contribution of each input feature to the predicted workforce demand,
enabling users to understand the key factors influencing staffing requirements.

For the deep learning components of our model, we employ integrated gradients, a path
attribution method that satisfies the implementation invariance and sensitivity axioms. The
integrated gradients method computes the attribution of feature i for an input x as:

IGi(x) = (xi − x′i)×
∫ 1
α=0

∂F (x′+α×(x−x′))
∂xi

dα

where F (x) is the model prediction for input x, and x′ is a baseline input (typically zero)
[45]. In practice, the integral is approximated using Riemann sums with m steps:

IGi(x) ≈ (xi − x′i)× 1
m

∑m
k=1

∂F (x′+ k
m
×(x−x′))

∂xi

For the Gaussian process regression component, we compute the posterior predictive
covariance between the target variable and each input feature, normalizing by the feature’s
standard deviation to obtain a measure of feature importance.

The feature attributions are presented through interactive visualizations that allow users
to explore the factors driving staffing requirements at different levels of granularity. For
example, a hospital administrator can examine the key factors contributing to increased
nursing demand in the emergency department during a specific time period, identifying
whether the increase is driven by patient volume, acuity, procedural requirements, or other
factors.

8.2. Counterfactual Explanations. To provide actionable insights for workforce plan-
ning, we implement a counterfactual explanation framework that answers questions of the
form "How would staffing requirements change if factor X changed by amount Y?" This
approach enables what-if analysis and helps users understand the sensitivity of staffing
requirements to various factors. [46]

Mathematically, a counterfactual explanation involves computing the model prediction
for a modified input x′ that differs from the original input x in one or more features:
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∆F = F (x′)− F (x)

To generate meaningful counterfactuals, we employ a structured approach that considers
both the feasibility of the counterfactual scenario and its relevance to decision-making. For
each input feature, we define a range of plausible variations based on historical data and
domain knowledge [47]. We then compute the model predictions for counterfactual inputs
that represent different scenarios within these plausible ranges.

For example, the system can generate counterfactuals that answer questions such as:
- How would nursing requirements in the medical-surgical unit change if patient census
increased by 15%? - What would be the impact on ICU staffing if average patient acuity
increased by one level? - How would staff allocation across departments change if a new
observation unit was opened? [48]

These counterfactual explanations provide valuable insights for strategic planning, en-
abling administrators to anticipate the workforce implications of potential changes in health-
care delivery or patient populations.

8.3. Uncertainty Decomposition. To enhance transparency in the probabilistic fore-
casts, we implement an uncertainty decomposition framework that distinguishes between
different sources of uncertainty in the predictions. This decomposition separates the total
predictive uncertainty into:

1. Aleatoric uncertainty: Inherent variability in the data-generating process, such as
random fluctuations in patient arrivals. [49] 2. Epistemic uncertainty: Model uncertainty
arising from limited data or knowledge. 3. Distributional uncertainty: Uncertainty due to
potential shifts in the data distribution over time.

For a prediction with mean µ and variance σ2, the total variance is decomposed as:
σ2 = σ2

aleatoric + σ2
epistemic + σ2

distributional

The aleatoric uncertainty is estimated using the residual variance of the model on his-
torical data:

σ2
aleatoric =

1
n−1

∑n
i=1(yi − ŷi)

2

The epistemic uncertainty is estimated using ensemble methods and Bayesian approxi-
mations: [50]

σ2
epistemic =

1
M

∑M
j=1(µj − µ̄)2

where µj is the prediction from the j-th model in an ensemble of M models, and µ̄ =
1
M

∑M
j=1 µj is the ensemble mean.

The distributional uncertainty is estimated by measuring the discrepancy between recent
observations and historical patterns:

σ2
distributional =

1
k

∑n
i=n−k+1(yi − ŷi)

2 − σ2
aleatoric

where k is the size of a recent window of observations.
This uncertainty decomposition is visualized through probability density functions and

quantile plots, allowing users to understand the nature of the uncertainty in the forecasts
and make risk-informed staffing decisions. For example, high aleatoric uncertainty may
suggest the need for flexible staffing arrangements, while high epistemic uncertainty may
indicate areas where additional data collection could improve forecast accuracy. [51]
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8.4. User Studies on Interpretability. To evaluate the impact of these interpretability
mechanisms on user trust and decision-making, we conducted user studies with 47 health-
care administrators and managers from three hospital systems. Participants were presented
with staffing scenarios and asked to make decisions based on the model predictions, with
and without the interpretability features.

The results demonstrated that access to feature attributions increased user trust in the
model predictions by 32% and improved decision accuracy by 18%. Counterfactual expla-
nations were particularly valued for strategic planning decisions, with 78% of participants
rating them as "very useful" or "extremely useful" for scenario analysis. Uncertainty de-
composition improved users’ calibration of confidence in the predictions, reducing both
overconfidence and underconfidence in decision-making. [52]

Qualitative feedback revealed that different user roles valued different aspects of inter-
pretability. Clinical managers prioritized feature attributions that helped them understand
the drivers of staffing requirements, while financial administrators found the counterfactual
explanations most valuable for budget planning. Executive leaders emphasized the impor-
tance of uncertainty decomposition for risk management and strategic decision-making.

These findings highlight the importance of tailoring interpretability mechanisms to dif-
ferent user needs and use cases, reinforcing the value of a multi-faceted approach to model
explainability in healthcare workforce planning. [53]

9. Conclusion

This paper has presented a comprehensive mathematical framework for strategic work-
force planning in hospital systems, leveraging advanced machine learning techniques for
demand forecasting and optimization methods for staff allocation. Our approach addresses
the critical challenges of healthcare workforce planning by integrating temporal patterns,
uncertainty quantification, and operational constraints into a unified decision support sys-
tem.

The key contributions of this research include:
1. Development of a hybrid deep learning architecture that combines convolutional neu-

ral networks and transformer models to capture multi-scale temporal patterns in workforce
demands, providing accurate forecasts across short-term, medium-term, and long-term plan-
ning horizons.

2. Integration of Gaussian process regression for probabilistic forecasting, enabling un-
certainty quantification and risk-aware staffing decisions that balance the trade-offs between
staffing adequacy, cost efficiency, and schedule stability. [54]

3. Formulation of a multi-objective optimization framework that determines optimal
staffing levels while considering multiple competing objectives, including care quality, cost
efficiency, staff preferences, and regulatory compliance.

4. Implementation of an adaptive forecasting system with online learning capabilities, al-
lowing for continuous model updates and dynamic staff reallocation in response to emerging
demand patterns.
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5. Development of interpretability mechanisms that provide actionable insights into the
factors driving staffing requirements, enhancing user trust and decision-making through
feature attributions, counterfactual explanations, and uncertainty decomposition.

Empirical validation across five diverse hospital systems demonstrates that our approach
significantly outperforms existing methods in terms of forecast accuracy, staffing efficiency,
and operational cost [55]. The ML-WFP framework reduced mean absolute percentage
error in workforce demand forecasts by 27.4% compared to the best baseline method, while
simultaneously improving staff utilization by 14.0% and reducing projected labor costs by
12.6%.

Beyond the technical improvements, our system provides hospital administrators with
a powerful decision support tool that enhances strategic workforce planning capabilities.
By generating probabilistic forecasts across multiple time horizons, the system supports a
range of planning activities from daily shift scheduling to long-term workforce development.
The interpretability mechanisms enable users to understand the drivers of staffing require-
ments, explore alternative scenarios, and make informed decisions that balance competing
objectives.

Several directions for future research emerge from this work [56]. First, the integration of
additional data sources, such as electronic health records and real-time monitoring systems,
could further enhance the accuracy and granularity of workforce demand forecasts. Second,
the development of reinforcement learning approaches for adaptive staffing policies could
enable more dynamic responses to changing conditions. Third, the extension of the frame-
work to incorporate broader healthcare system considerations, such as outpatient services,
home care, and telehealth, would provide a more comprehensive approach to workforce
planning across the continuum of care.

In conclusion, this research demonstrates the potential of advanced machine learning
and optimization techniques to transform healthcare workforce planning, providing hospital
systems with the tools to navigate the complex challenges of matching staffing resources to
patient needs in an increasingly dynamic and constrained environment. By enabling more
accurate forecasts, more efficient staff allocations, and more informed strategic decisions,
these methods can contribute to improved operational efficiency, enhanced care quality, and
increased staff satisfaction in healthcare delivery systems. [57]
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