
 

MEMO 
To:   All Asante Employees and Medical Staff 

From:   Tom Gessel, President & CEO 

Date:   July 20, 2026  

Subject:  CEO Update – Checking the facts 
 

 

After publishing our May 4 CEO Update, and to a smaller degree after the June 17 CEO update, 
we received a number of questions from employees, physicians and some media outlets regarding 
recent statements made publicly by Oregon Nurses Association (ONA) union leaders. We felt it 
best to assemble and address the facts here, which can also be found on our FAQ page. 

To start, we are immensely grateful for our nurses, just like we honor and respect all our staff and 
physicians – each are the foundation of our patient care. All 6,000 of our employees and our 
medical staff are part of a unified team pursuing the same Mission to serve our region. However, 
union leaders seem to be on a different page. Ignoring current realities is not constructive and 
does nothing to solve systemic issues in our economy and health care industry. Rhetoric is not 
action.  

Here are FAQs to three common questions we are receiving:  

Q: As the hospital has discussed the systemic challenges facing healthcare in southern Oregon, 
union leadership has characterized these facts as “egregious” and “outrageous”1 - is this actually 
about pay and benefits? 
A: That would be a question for union leaders to answer. We encourage discussion grounded in 
facts, data, and constructive problem-solving.  A few facts that may provide additional context:  

• When adjusted for cost of living, bedside registered nurse pay in Oregon ranks highest in 
the nation.2 At Asante, bedside RNs earn significantly more than the national average with 
average annual pay for a full-time Asante nurse of $157,000.3 This compares to the 
national base of $101,420.4  For a new graduate nurse at Asante, the starting base pay 
(before any incentives, overtime or other premium pay) is $112,000, higher than the 
national average for experienced nurses.5   

 

1 https://www.oregonrn.org/page/AsanteJobCuts2026)  
2 https://www.beckershospitalreview.com/hr/rn-pay-by-state-adjusted-for-cost-of-
living/?origin=BHRE&utm_source=BHRE&utm_medium=email&utm_content=newsletter&oly_enc_id=2114I1433378D
6G 
3 Asante Internal Data (based on tax year 2025 for all bedside nurses) 
4 https://www.bls.gov/news.release/ocwage.nr0.htm  
5 Asante Internal Data (based on current starting pay rate for new grad registered nurses) 
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• At the end of last year’s strike against Providence in Medford, ONA union leaders 
proclaimed publicly (and quoted) that wages are now aligned with other health systems.6 
Given that Asante is the only other health system in Medford, this indicates wage parity 
already exists in the local market. This should be particularly true considering Asante 
nurses have had another wage increase since striking nurses at Providence ratified a new 
contract last year. 

• Asante offers the most comprehensive benefits of any large employer in southern Oregon. 
On average, Asante invests $37,340 in benefits for every full-time employee.7 

If you have been following recent national news about the nursing union strike in Boston last week, 
there are some illustrative points. To recap: on July 8 nurses at internationally renowned Brigham 
& Women’s Hospital (a part of Mass General in Boston, also internationally renowned) launched a 
strike.8 It was widely reported that nurses at the Brigham are already among the highest paid in the 
state.9 The union wants a 3% increase across all seniority steps – that is a primary friction point for 
the strike.10 The hospital (MGB) is offering 0%.11 

Here are a few interesting comparisons: 

- Cost of living in Boston is 36% higher than Medford OR12 

- Massachusetts is 26% more expensive than Oregon13 

For nursing wages (unadjusted for cost of living): 

Nurse Pay 
Brigham (in 
Boston) 

RRMC 

RRMC vs. Brigham 
Differential 

($) 

RRMC vs. Brigham 

Differential 

(%) 

Starting $89,30014 $112,00015 $22,700 25.4% 

Average $147,00016 $157,00017 $10,000 6.8% 

 

6 https://www.oregonrn.org/page/StrikeEndsat8ProvHosp;  https://www.oregonlive.com/health/2025/02/providence-
nurses-news-contracts-heres-whats-changing-as-nurses-return-to-work-after-strike.html 
7 Asante Internal Data (based on FY 2025 for all employees) 
8 https://www.wbur.org/news/2026/07/08/brigham-nurses-strike  
9 https://nurse.org/news/brigham-nurses-strike-begins/  
10 https://nurse.org/news/brigham-nurses-strike-begins/  
11 https://www.wbur.org/news/2026/07/03/brigham-womens-hospital-nurses-strike  
12 MIT Living Wage Calculator for Medford, OR (https://livingwage.mit.edu/metros/32780) and Boston, MA 
(https://livingwage.mit.edu/metros/14460)(based on households with two earning adults and two children) 
13 https://worldpopulationreview.com/state-rankings/cost-of-living-index-by-state 
14 https://nurse.org/news/brigham-nurses-strike-begins/ (3% increase over current starting wage of $86,700 if the union 
prevails) 
15 Asante Internal Data (based on current starting pay rate for new grad registered nurses) 
16 https://www.cbsnews.com/boston/news/brigham-and-womens-hospital-nurses-strike-boston/  
17 Asante Internal Data  (based on CY 2025 for all bedside nurses) 
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Q: Beyond pay and benefits, what about working conditions and safe staffing? How are working 
conditions at Asante? 
A: 

• In 2025, Asante had a turnover rate for nursing of only 11%, which is 50% below the 
national average among hospitals.18  

• Asante currently has a vacancy rate for nursing of only 5%; the national RN vacancy 
benchmark is 8.6%.19   

• Asante has greatly reduced the number of traveling nurses by more than 90% since 2023 
as a result of successful recruitment efforts; 153 additional employed nurses have been 
added in the last 18 months.20 

• Oregon is one of only several states with enforceable nurse-to-patient staffing ratios, and 
has the strictest statutory staffing ratios in the nation.21 Many other states do not have 
enforceable patient-to-nurse ratios or have more flexible nursing standards.  Asante 
complies with Oregon’s statutory staffing ratios, as explained in the FAQs accompanying 
the May 4 memo found here.  

• Asante hired 104 new graduating nurses from RCC and SOU/OHSU this past year, in 
great partnership with our local university and college.22 

• Oregon was recently named fourth best in the nation for working environment for nurses.23 
According to Oxfam, Oregon has the strongest worker protection laws in the entire 
country.24  

• Asante has invested in processes and equipment to modernize our Workplace Violence 
Prevention program focused on staff and patient safety, with frontline staff - including 
nurses - playing a key role through active participation in program workgroups.25 

• We continue to invest in maintaining high quality working conditions. Thanks in part to 
generous donations and support from our community, RRMC is a state-of-the-art facility 
with equipment and space to care for complex patients close to home.26 These outstanding 

 

18 Asante Internal Data; national benchmarking data  
https://www.nsinursingsolutions.com/documents/library/nsi_national_health_care_retention_report.pdf 
19 Asante Internal Data; national benchmarking data  
https://www.nsinursingsolutions.com/documents/library/nsi_national_health_care_retention_report.pdf 
20 Asante Internal Data for period between Q4 2024 and Q1 2026. 
21 ORS 441.765 (https://www.oregonlegislature.gov/bills_laws/ors/ors441.html) 
22 Asante Internal Data 
23 https://www.beckershospitalreview.com/rankings-and-ratings/10-best-worst-states-for-nurses-in-2026/ 
24 https://www.oxfamamerica.org/explore/issues/economic-justice/workers-rights/best-states-to-work/ 
25 https://asanteorg.sharepoint.com/SitePages/Violence-Prevention.aspx  
26 See https://asantefoundation.org/  
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facilities and well-equipped clinical spaces have been a large part of recent success in 
record recruiting years for physicians and nurses. 

• Asante has adopted a clear position statement on the use of AI.27 AI is already used 
extensively at Asante as part of our industry-leading state-the-art electronic health record 
our clinicians use every day. Like it is used today, AI should be an enablement tool for our 
clinicians to assist them in an increasingly complex and information-heavy environment. AI 
can help leverage the expertise of our clinicians, but cannot take the place of the 
compassion that only human hearts, hands and minds can provide.  

While we have areas to improve, here are the things where Asante is a leader: 

- Nursing pay 
- Employee benefits 
- Working conditions and state-of-the-art facilities 
- Staffing ratios 
- Lower turnover than the nation 
- Lower vacancy rates than the nation 
- Dramatic reduction in travel nurses 
- Built-in AI governance with clinician input 

 
Q: Union leaders have accused Asante leadership of causing the problems described in the May 4 
CEO Update letter to employees and medical staff.28 Is this true? 
A: The accusations are mystifying and offered without evidence. The rhetoric seems intentionally 
inflammatory to create discord. The May 4 CEO Update was very transparent and detailed in the 
challenges we face, including:  

• National (and international) inflationary increases in supplies, pharmaceuticals, utilities and 
other costs.29 

• New state laws and burdensome, unfunded regulations coming from Salem affecting all 
health care providers across Oregon.30 

• The federal One Big Beautiful Bill Act (OBBBA), which will dramatically reduce Medicaid 
funding in Oregon and across the nation.31 

 

27 See Asante internal AI Position Statement  
28 https://www.oregonrn.org/page/AsanteJobCuts2026  
29 See https://www.aha.org/press-releases/2026-03-11-new-aha-report-hospitals-face-increased-challenges-and-financial-
pressures-they-care-patients;  
30 See https://oregonhospitals.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/2025.04.25_Report_Oregon-Hospitals-on-the-
Brink_FINAL.pdf, Pg. 9.  
31 State of Oregon, Department of Administrative Services, Federal Impact HR1: Initial Analysis, accessed June 3, 2026, 
https://www.oregon.gov/das/Financial/Documents/Federal-Impact-HR1-Initial-Analysis.pdf; 
https://www.kff.org/medicaid/allocating-cbos-estimates-of-federal-medicaid-spending-reductions-across-the-states-
enacted-reconciliation-package/  
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• Chronic underfunding of Medicare and Medicaid that reimburse less than the cost of 
providing health care services.32 

• A loss of private sector jobs across the state, but especially in southern Oregon; Oregon’s 
unemployment rate is almost 20% higher than the national average (5.2% versus 4.3%).33 

• The loss of jobs and a shrinking economy in Oregon mean less people having commercial 
insurance. For Asante, only 14%-15% of patients in 2026 are commercially insured – a 
steady decline from around 20% since 2017, and half of what exists in the Portland Metro 
area.34  For hospitals, commercial insurance is the only payer that covers the full cost of 
healthcare.35 

• Struggling organizations here in the valley, with many of our high-profile employers 
reducing jobs and cutting costs, or worse, leaving the region altogether.36  

• A Hospital Staffing Law that was grossly misinterpreted by the Oregon Health Authority, 
that goes well beyond safe staffing ratios agreed to by all parties in 2023.37 This needs a 
legislative fix to get back to the intent of the law.38 

 

32American Hospital Association, New AHA Report: Hospitals and Health Systems Squeezed by Persistent Economic Challenges (“Costs 
of Caring” Report) (April 30, 2025) https://www.aha.org/costsofcaring  
https://www.ahe.org/system/files/media/file/2025/04/Press-Release-2025-AHA-Costs-of-Caring-Report.pdf; 
https://oregonhospitals.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/2025.04.25_Report_Oregon-Hospitals-on-the-
Brink_FINAL.pdf, Pg. 7.; https://oregoncapitalchronicle.com/2025/01/22/oregon-hospitals-seeks-more-funding-to-close-
reimbursement-gap/   
33 https://www.zipdatamaps.com/economics/jobs/state/oregon-unemployment-level-heat-map (showing unemployment 
rates in Jackson County at 6.4% and Josephine County as 7.5% as of May, 2026); https://www.bls.gov/eag/eag.or.htm 
(Federal v. Oregon data, as of May 2026);  
34 Asante internal data. 
35 Asante internal data; https://www.beckershospitalreview.com/finance/asante-projects-300-potential-job-cuts-amid-
financial-strain/  
36 See https://www.opb.org/article/2025/12/24/purelight-power-lay-offs-medford/; https://kobi5.com/news/top-
stories/former-medford-harry-david-employees-report-recent-layoffs-295999/; 
https://www.highereddive.com/news/southern-oregon-university-to-cut-23-programs-and-lay-off-18-employees/761036/; 
https://kobi5.com/news/dutch-bros-officially-ditching-oregon-coffee-chain-moves-hq-to-arizona-276913/; 
https://www.wweek.com/news/business/2025/06/13/the-departure-of-oregon-companies-speaks-to-a-bigger-problem-
for-the-state/.     
37 Hospital Association of Oregon et al., Letter to Oregon Health Authority re: Hospital Staffing Law Implementation (June 7, 2024), 
https://www.opb.org/pdf/Lt%20-%20Hospital%20Association%20to%20OHA%206-7-
2024%20FINAL_1718225290900.pdf.  
38See https://impact.asante.org/disastrous-impact-of-hb-2697; https://impact.asante.org/part-two-the-disastrous-impact-
of-hb-2697/.  
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• Increasing financial support of both physicians and mid-level providers of independent 
groups to retain our current medical staff and recruit more to the valley to address access 
challenges for our community.39 

• Oregon dropping to 39th in the nation for business environment – a 22-spot drop between 
2017 and 2025; Oregon fell another three spots, down to 42nd, in the recently released 
2026 rankings.40  

There are those who choose, without evidence, to advance a divisive narrative that is 
disconnected from reality, mischaracterizing (or even denying) the challenges facing our 
organization. We must accurately define our current reality and future operating environment. We 
cannot pretend nothing needs to change, and we cannot deny that Asante is facing severe 
headwinds. The current trajectory is not sustainable and cannot continue. 

If we are going to keep building a great culture for all 6,000 Asante employees, please bring facts 
and objectivity – not unfounded accusations with no data. Negativity improves nothing. We 
respect our nurses and all our staff – after all, it is a core value at Asante. We want a collaborative 
and constructive relationship allowing us to face very tough industry issues together. 

As I stated last month, our people are the driver of our Mission to serve patients and care for the 
community. Our staff – nursing and non-nursing – deserve to be paid fairly for their time and skills, 
to have a robust benefit plan for them and their families, to have a safe environment for patients 
and staff, and for Asante to remain viable so we are here to serve next year and beyond. We are 
the largest employer in the valley and our workforce is vital to the local economy. We launched 
our Safety First campaign almost 3 years ago in support of our safe care commitment. We commit 
to offer fair and competitive pay and benefits for our incredible people. And we will do so in a way 
that is sustainable for the long term given our unique position in southern Oregon. 

Thank you for your commitment to our Mission and for advancing Asante forward.  

 

 

 

39 See https://www.advisory.com/daily-briefing/2024/04/16/pai-avalere-ec; 
https://www.medicaleconomics.com/view/ama-physician-private-practice-unraveling-due-to-low-payment-high-costs-
administrative-burdens.   
40 https://www.cnbc.com/2025/07/10/top-states-for-business-americas-2025-the-full-rankings.html; 
https://oregonbusinessindustry.com/oregon-plummets-to-39th-in-cnbc-top-states-for-business-ranking/; 
https://www.cnbc.com/2026/07/09/oregon-top-states-for-business.html  
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