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Subject Area - Nursing

Nursing Shortages

Do nursing shortages affect patient care within an acute setting?

Abstract

The nurse is one of the most important components of the health care hierarchy in that they see to the moment to moment 
care needs of patients after the doctor has performed his diagnosis and or services. Their responsibilities broach a wide 
spectrum of services with one of the most important being the administration of acute care. This type of care is one rung 
below critical care, however it is just as important in the recovery of a patient. The decline in nursing graduates over the 
past ten years coupled with the aging of populations, both in the United Kingdom as well as globally, has created a crisis 
in the health services industry whereby the number of patients per nurse has increased to unmanageable proportions.

The United Kingdom’s National Health Service has been importing skilled ‘Registered Nurses’ for decades to fill the 
shortfall in developing nursing professionals and along with Ireland they are the most dependent of developed countries 
in filling this void through importation. This practice fails to address the problem in the United Kingdom of training and 
maintaining nurses to meet demands. The aging of the population, whereby the number of individuals entering the age 
categories require additional serious medical care has grown disproportionate to the number of nursing staff members 
entering the profession which further exacerbates the problem. The importance of qualified nurses in an acute care 
setting is a prime example of how this shortage is affecting hospitals in that many have or are scaling back in response 
to this problem due to the quality of care as well as legal liability issues.

Chapter 1  Introduction

Understanding acute care from a clinical perspective means that one is approaching the question in an objective and 
analytical manner. This perspective dictates that an understanding of the historical contexts leading to the present state 
of the nursing shortages in the acute care setting need to be examined to provide a perspective on the problem as well as 
potential solutions. And while the United Kingdom is the focus for the examination of the question “Do nursing shortages 
affect patient care within an acute setting?” with the exception of the importation of nurses as a historical solution, the 
foundational issues are almost identical in Canada, France, the United States and other industrialized nations.

One common denominator that is at the root of the global nursing shortage is the growth in the percentage of people 
entering or at the age 60 years. As individuals age the onset of maladies as well as the need for health care increases 
dramatically. In 1900 the percentage of the world’s population above the age of 60 stood at 6.9%, by the year 2000 this 
had risen to 10% and is projected to climb to 22.1% by 2050. And while the preceding figure for the year 2000 on a global 
basis does not on the surface seem to be staggering, when one factors in that the number of people has increased from 
2.7 billion in 1950 to 6 billon by the year 2000 and is projected to rise to 9.3 billion by 2050 this point takes on more 
meaning. More telling is that by 1999 37% of Europe’s population was 60 years of age or older, with this figure expected 
to reach 47% by 2050.
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The preceding increase in patients where acute care is more of a potential has put tremendous pressures on hospitals 
and nursing staffs as the proportion of nurse to patient ratios have increased. Medical technologies and advances have 
seen a number of formerly fatal illnesses curtailed by surgical techniques. These breakthroughs have meant that there 
has been an increase in the number of patients thus requiring acute care, as well as an increase in the technical skill and 
expertise required by nurses in this health care segment to see to the demands of patients who have undergone such 
techniques and or treatment. And while the number of nurses qualified in acute care has actually risen by 21% (35,541) 
during the period 1999 (165,643) to 2003 (201,184), the rate of increase has not keep pace with the acute care increase 
required by patients as a result of expanded acute care instances as indicated by the aforementioned improvements in 
technology, surgical procedures and increased survivability.

Other factors are also acting upon the shortage of qualified nurses in acute care, aging. The specialized skills, experience 
and training it takes for an acute care nurse precludes this segment from receiving the immediate benefits of increased 
enrollments in the nursing field. The implications of the nursing shortage become clearer when the age of nurses is 
factored in. There are 100,000 nurses who are 55 or older as well as an additional 75,000 between the ages of 50 to 54, 
these nurses on average do not work full time. When these numbers are brought into perspective by the total headcount 
of nurses in the NHS (450,000 as of 2003) the shortages become more telling.

And while acute care represents a segment of health care for which a patient receives treatment for immediate and/or 
severe (termed acute) episodes of illness as well as injuries or trauma such as surgery. The importance and seriousness 
of this care means that it is usually performed at a hospital by specialized individuals who use sophisticated as well 
as complex equipment and materials. The difference between acute care and chronic care is that it is (acute care) 
usually required for only short periods of time, however this does not belie the quality, expertise and importance of 
such care. Acute care patients usually come from the Intensive Care Unit (ICU) after their condition has been upgraded 
thus permitting the move. Patients in acute care are still subject to relapses and other reversals after leaving ICU or 
critical care. Acute care is usually the final phase where the hospital watches the patient prior to either home release or 
observation in a general ward.

While the intensity of observation, in terms of the propensity for a relapse, is not as great as in ICU or critical care the 
likely of an occurrence and or other complications is potentially there thus the reason for the existence of this unit. 
Nurses as a rule usually oversee several patients at once and are distinctly familiar with their case histories as well as 
what conditions or symptoms to look for. There are instances where patients are admitted to acute care directly from 
surgery or after treatment in the emergency room. The doctor in charge of the patient entrusts the acute care nurse 
with the history of the patients and conditions to be mindful of in watching the patient’s progress as well as providing 
parameters that will determine their readiness for release. Acute care program components can consist of or include 
specialized diet, liquids, exercise, therapy as well as visits from the immediate family and other activities as prescribed 
by the physician. The existence of acute care helps to reduce the potential for liability on the part of the hospital whereby 
releasing them too soon might open them to malpractice or other forms of litigation if a reversal of the patients condition 
can be tied to them being released too early or without proper follow up.

The monitoring of patients in the acute care setting permits nurses to record and observe their progress as well as 
reactions to the prescribed treatment and report these findings to the physician so that the program can either be 
continued or amended as required. In addition, the existing patient recovery plan for when they are released is either 
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confirmed or amended within the hospital setting via observation and monitoring of the patient’s progress. The acute 
care nurse can also familiarize the patient as well as family with the prescribed routine and medication, correct dosage, 
exercise, diet plan(s) which the patient needs to follow after their release thereby helping to ensure a higher level of 
permanent recovery and lessening of potential complications.

Changes in the health care industry as a result of improved treatment, surgery techniques, medication and other advances 
has modified the medical landscape. The shortage of acute care nurses, which is a specialized discipline, increases the 
potential for mistakes in observation and monitoring techniques brought about from having too many patients being 
assigned to the nursing staff in this department. The importance of the acute care nurse in assisting the physician in 
determining the extent of patient recovery as well as reaction to the prescribed after care medication, dosage, diet, 
exercise or other programs is extremely important in terms of the eventual patient release. Their importance as a critical 
component of the health care industry can not be overstated. Acute care can encompass the monitoring of cardiac 
surgery and telemetry, ENT, neurology, oncology, neurosurgery, orthopedics, clinical trial study observation, trauma 
and other areas.

Chapter 2  Literature Review

The contemporary nature of the question “Do nursing shortages affect patient care within an acute setting?” has resulted 
in a plethora of journal articles and reports that have and are examining the problem. The foundation of the shortage 
of acute care nurses is rooted in the their overall decline contrasted to the rise in the general population as well as the 
increase in the age group of individuals over the age of 60. As a result of these varied parameters direct articles and 
materials solely focusing upon the shortage of acute care nurses and the correlation of how this has or is affecting patient 
care in that setting is contained in varied literature rather than in singular sources. The reliance of the United Kingdom 
on the importation of nurses to resolve its problem in staffing shortages is a wide reaching problem which affects all 
levels of service throughout the country. As such, literature, materials and articles tend to look at and deal with the 
broader spectrum rather than singular concentration on one dimension, such as acute care. The following review of 
materials will focus upon this aspect however it shall also bring into focus other factors which impact upon this area as 
well.

RCN 2003 Staffing Snapshot Survey
This report was utilized as the starting point as it provides general as well as specific data on the state of nursing and 
patient levels in the United Kingdom. More importantly the survey involved questionnaires sent to stewards in 232 acute 
care departments throughout the United Kingdom. Data was collected from both the general medical as well as general 
surgical wards and the corresponding data is based upon 76 responses. The study uncovered that:

50% of the wards surveyed indicated that RN (Registered Nurse) staffing was inadequate to meet demand and that 
the “…skill mix…” composition was incorrect. Skill mix refers to the expertise background of the nurses on duty thus 
providing for a cross section of differing disciplines whereby the experience and training background provides for nurse 
expertise to meet the demands of patient needs.
It also uncovered that approximately 10% of the staff consisted of bank and agency personnel covering for regular staff 
who were either out sick, on leave, or as a result of shortages.
The survey indicated that in one third of the wards the staffing levels did not meet the scheduled personnel number as a 
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result of the inability to obtain either bank or agency coverage.
The short staffing and skill mix problems were reported as foundations that increased both stress and the workloads for 
the nurses on duty and that these factors compromised patient care as well as affected morale.
Item 4 addresses the core of the problem by stating that compromised patient care is a problem caused by nursing 
shortages and skill mix. The preceding is borne out by the following survey statistics:

Table 1 – Skill Mix Problem Survey Results

                                                                                Frequency             % Cases
   Stress                                                                          13                           36
   Low Moral                                                                 10                           28
   Compromised Care                                                      8                           22
   Poor Management of Care                                           5                           14
   Issues in Supervision                                                   5                           14
   Junior Staff Work Exceeded Roles                              5                           14
   Unregistered Staff Performing RN Work                    4                            11
   RN Performing Too Much HCA Work                       4                            11
   Staff Retention                                                             4                            11
   Limited Trained and Teaching                                     3                              8
   Not Enough E Grades                                                  2                              6
   More RN’s Needed for Acutely Ill Patients                2                              6
   Staff Shortages Affecting Discharge Planning            1                              3

The findings point to the shortage of qualified nurses as having a detrimental effect on the quality of care rendered in the 
acute care unit. The following chart devolves further into the negative impact of staffing in this area.

Table 2 – Effect of Insufficient Registered Nurses on Staff

                                                                                Frequency             % Cases
   Stress                                                                           22                           55
   Not Meeting Patient Needs                                         19                           48
   Lower Morale                                                              16                           40
   Workload too Heavy                                                   12                           30
   Staff Retention                                                              3                             8
   Poor Quality of Care Management                               3                             8
   Ward Manager Case Load to High                               3                             8
   Supervision                                                                   2                             5
   Unsafe                                                                           1                             3
   Increased Incidents of Sickness                                    1                             3
   Inadequate Time for Training / Teaching                     1                             3

The preceding survey responses point to staffing shortages as a serious problem. Low morale, retention, inadequate 
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time for training and supervision as well as not enough RN’s available for duty or shift coverage and the other points 
clearly indicate this, and this is compounded even more in a Unit, acute care, where patient monitoring and supervision 
can directly affect their recovery as well as stave off additional problems or relapse. The problem of RN shortages is 
illustrated by the following:

Table 3 – Average Number of Patients per Acute Care Staff Member on Duty

                                                                                All Wards   Medical    Surgical

   Early     Patients: RN’s                                               7.6             8.3             7.0
                 Patients: Staff                                                4.6             4.6             4.5

   Late       Patients: RN’s                                             10.7            11               9.2
                 Patients: Staff                                                6.3              6.6            6.6

Further evidence of the problem of staffing shortage is shown by ward attendance figures.

Table 4 – Reasons Why The Number of Staff on Duty is Less Than Planned

                                                                                Frequency             % Cases

   Sickness                                                                      25                          78
   Bank and Agency Staff not available                           9                           28
   Vacancies / Staff shortages                                          5                           16
   Study leave                                                                   3                             9
   Staff on escort                                                              1                             3

All of the preceding data indicates that regardless of how creative the management of staff is conducted, shortages are 
consistent due to there not being enough personnel to begin with. These figures reveal that:

Wards are consistently at approximately 4/5’s of the optimum for registered nurses which means that there is a serious 
problem concerning the accurate diagnosis of problems which can occur at any time as a result of a patient relapse or the 
need for a critical decision on patient care to be made.
The ongoing deficit in full staff numbers creates pressures for the staff to address this problem with no relief thus adding 
to job stress and the corresponding propensity for potential error(s).
Staffing levels have remaining basically unchanged from 1999 levels which is behind the patient curve.
With an average bed occupancy rate of 98% the indicated staffing shortages are problems that need to be addressed 
immediately. The increased number of the population in the United Kingdom over the age of 60, coupled with the 
percentages of nurses nearing retirement age, means that the problem of nursing shortages is actually critical given the 
fact that replacements need to be trained for the retiring experienced nurses, staffing levels also need to be increased to 
compensate for the rise in patient incidences.
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NHS Statistical Studies
The Department of Health maintains and conducts ongoing research and statistical studies concerning all facets of 
health care. Their studies provide detailed factual information on the shortages in the acute care units which support the 
information reported in the ‘RCN Staffing Snapshot Survey”. The following are statistics for Vacancy Rates in the Acute 
Care units for 1999 through 2002:

Table 5 - Acute Care Vacancy Rates 1999 through 2002

                                             England   Trent   N. West   London   S. East   S. West
   Acute, Elderly & 
      General Care
      1999                                  3.6%      1.3%     2.2%        6.3%      5.0%       1.7%
      2000                                  4.6%      2.4%     2.0%        8.2%       6.1%      3.1%
      2001                                  3.7%      2.2%     3.2%        5.8%       4.9%      2.4%
      2002                                  3.2%      2.2%     2.6%        5.8%       4.0%      2.1%
   
On the surface, the vacancy rates have remained relatively steady throughout the four-year period. The figures also show 
that management has decreased high vacancy rate figures that occurred in 2000. The numbers also reveal that while 
they are holding steady at a consistent rate of vacancy, the increase in the age of the population is the variable which 
renders a status quo policy as unworkable. The NHS, mindful of nurse shortage problems, temporarily rectified the 
situation in 2001 via a large influx of foreign nurses to temporarily plug this gap. The policy resulted in a 7.1% increase 
over a 12 month period for a total of 29,119 nurses imported from locales such as the Philippines (13,750), India (2,459), 
Nigeria (2,065 and South Africa (2,056) as well as other countries. The nurses underwent courses which lasted between 
six to nine months to prepare them for their assignments in British hospitals. The Department of Health indicated 
that while the preceding measures did help to alleviate staff shortages, at the same time attempts at “…expanding the 
workforce …” through increased training was also part of the overall planning program.

The NHS plan to increase nurses by 20,000 over a five-year period, as announced in March of 2001, is in response to 
the indicated problem as well as concerning those nurses who would be either retiring or quitting. Another area that the 
NHS addressed is the “…drop-out rates…” which registered 13% for 2001 with some courses showing rates as high as 
40%.  The NHS Statistical Studies provided confirmation that the shortages in all areas, as well as acute care, are critical.

Conference Paper: Hospital staffing, organization, and quality of care: cross national findings
This study examined acute care hospitals in the state of Pennsylvania in the United States, the provinces of Ontario 
and British Columbia in Canada, Scotland and the United Kingdom encompassed 10,319 nurses in 303 facilities. The 
‘Paper’ provided a circumspect review and update of modern hospital and medical procedures as well as technologies 
stating that because of these advances less invasive procedures in surgery and inpatient care has been significantly been 
reduced, but the ability to service people on a faster basis has created excess inpatient capacity. The new procedures and 
advances in medical as well as surgery have increased the requirement for more sophisticated staffing to deal with these 
areas. As a result the internal structures and management methodologies in hospital administration necessarily had to 
change as well. 
It was found that a study of hospitals conducted in 1982 revealed that 41 had higher rates of retaining personnel as well 
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as attracting qualified staffing when compared against other institutions with higher vacancy and turnover rates. The 
sample hospitals all had some common similarities that were deemed as contributing to their success:

a flat organizational structure,
decentralized decision structure by bedside caregivers,
chief nurse included in management decision process,
flexible scheduling of nurses,
self governance of units
continued education and training of nurses in new procedures and treatments
more nurse autonomy in bedside practice and better physician relationships,
The preceding broader considerations with respect to hospital management also have direct implications with respect to 
acute care units. The study found that when the organizational structure is conductive to staffing interaction as well as 
prompting ease of communication and new instructions, higher care levels are attained. The study also uncovered that 
when the nurse to patient ratios as well as skill mix are optimum, the organization structure determines how quickly 
changes and other informational feedback can be implemented. The preceding is particularly critical in units such as 
acute care as well as ICU. A study on this point was conducted at 20 hospitals in the United States to either confirm 
or disprove the 1982 findings utilizing AIDS patients as the selection field. The study encompassed three differing 
organization formats:

dedicated AIDS units,
magnet institutions that did not utilize dedicated AIDS units, and
non-magnet hospitals with a conventional organizational structure whereby the AIDS patients were dispersed throughout 
the institution.
It was determined that the probability of patients dying from AIDS within a 30 day period after admission was 
significantly lower in magnet hospitals and institutions with dedicated AIDS units than non-magnet hospitals. The 
similarity between the two types included the following:

nurses had more autonomy, as well as greater degrees of control and better relations with physicians,
increased nurse staffing reflecting a lower nurse to patient ratio,
organizational support by administrators resulted in a higher degree of patient satisfaction,
nurse burnout was significantly lower.
The core elements identified included staffing adequacy as well as strong management support in terms of decisions 
reached by nurses. The preceding clearly point to the institutions having a higher level of confidence in the abilities 
and decisions of their nurses as well as an environment which supported and contributed to the foregoing as evidenced 
by continued training and representation by a registered nurse in top management. Simply put, the nurses were held 
in higher regard, thus reducing their frustrations in having a contribution as well as voice within the system with a 
communication structure that provides feedback and a faster turnaround time concerning their recommendations.

2.4 More nurses, working differently? A review of the UK nursing labour market 2002 to 2003
As shown in prior materials, the question of the number of nurses relative to the number of patients in the acute care 
setting has more to do than simply ratios, it includes factors such as:
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the organizational structure,
nurse representation in top management,
nurse autonomy and inclusion in decision making processes,
improved nurse – physician relationships and interaction,
a flat organizational structure,
decentralized decision structure by bedside caregivers,
flexible scheduling of nurses,
self governance of units
continued education and training of nurses in new procedures and treatments
The national crisis created by the shortage of nurses has prompted the NHS to examine the method via which the entire 
health structure operates with the understanding that simply increasing the number of nurses might not necessarily 
result in improved services or increased competency. The NHS also wanted to determine if “working differently”, 
when the “…right number and mix of staff …” are in place might yield increased results in terms of patient recovery, 
satisfaction and services. The report did indicate that the United Kingdom has a lower ratio of physicians and nurses per 
population than a number of comparative countries and that the system might yield additional gains in service aspects 
through increased health care assistants (HCA’s) as well as more nurses with advanced skills. It was also identified that 
the relative pay structure needed exanimation to provide a clearer career and goal attainment structure for personnel 
as another means to increasing the nurse and HCA numbers. The determining factors were that resources need to be 
utilized more effectively in addition to just increasing staffing numbers if long term gains are to be achieved through all 
unit disciplines (which includes acute care).

One positive factor noted in the report is that the United Kingdom is reaping higher rates of nurse staffing than either 
Scotland or Northern Ireland, but it also goes on to add that the shortage of staffing is still a critical problem due to the 
higher number of experienced nurses at or near retirement age (175,000).

Table 6 – Percentage of Change in NHS
Nursing and Midwife Staffing Between 1999 and 2002

                                                                1999            2002           % Change
                                                                                                       1999 - 2002
                   United Kingdom             250,651       279,287               11%
                   Scotland                            35,494         37,216                  5%
                   Wales                                17,397         18,766                  8%
                   N. Ireland                         11,207         11,934                  6%

During this same period, the number of qualified nurses in acute care increased by 13%, the highest overall gain in the 
indicated categories for active care, however, the aforementioned total of nurses nearing retirement age (175,000) belies 
these gains.

Table 7 – Numerical Change in Qualified Nurses by Specialty 1999 and 2002

                                                  1999         2002      Numerical Change      % Change
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                                                                                      1999     2002          1999     2002      
Acute, Elderly & General       165,643    187,439            +21796                      +13%
Paediatric                                  16,689      18,014              +1325                        +8%
Maternity                                  29,258      29,524                  266                      -0.9%
Psychiatry                                 38,999      42,654              +3655                        +9%
Learning Disabilities                   9,923        9,550                 -373                         -3%
Community Services                 48,972      53,814              +4842                      +10%
Education Staff                               658           995                +337                      +51%
TOTAL QUALIFIED           310,142    346,537            +36395                      +12%

Given the number of nurses nearing retirement age as well as increased staffing demands, the NHS has determined that 
the gains from improved operational efficiencies will not be significant enough to increase the nurse patient ratios in 
any appreciable numbers. The study concluded that the importation of nurses as a staffing methodology will have to be 
maintained until internal enrollments and retention rates have advanced to the point where importation numbers can 
be reduced.

2.5 Fragile Future? A review of the UK nursing labour market in 2003
The Royal College of Nursing has undertaken a program of consistent research as well as statistical analysis of the state 
of the nursing workforce in the United Kingdom to evaluate how policies are affecting the known shortages as well as the 
delivery of services across the broad spectrum of care being provided. Government policy has been to improve staffing 
numbers through the expansion and improvement of NHS services utilizing increases in funding on a significant basis. 
The understanding of the broad implications of the long standing shortages of nurses in the United Kingdom has drawn 
the concern of the appropriate governmental departments and agencies resulting in efforts to define where the problems 
lie as well as solutions to provide immediate, intermediate and long term solutions rather than temporary patches.

This report confirmed that there is significant evidence “… between low staffing levels in nursing and a range of negative 
care outcomes.” The varied studies and reports have shown the correlation between the preceding and:

higher mortality rates,
complications after surgery,
cases involving increased violence against hospital staff,
higher incidences of accidents and injuries to patients,
higher incidences of cross infection rates,
increased rates of pneumonia and other areas.
The preceding points to problems that are encountered in ICU, critical car and acute care units where these types of 
occurrences are most likely to take place. A report by the National Audit Office that focused on the potential correlation 
between increased instances of infection and other complications concluded that staff shortages along with the utilization 
of temporary personnel caused “…skill dilution…” and the resultant negative impact on service quality due to the “…
increased use of unqualified staff.” A research study conducted by Aiken (2001) found that errors on the part of the 
nursing staff increased dramatically when they worked shifts greater than 12 hours, worked significant overtime and 
when they consistently worked more than 40 hours per week on a regular basis. This finding is particularly disturbing 
for such important care units as ICU, critical care and acute care where nurses are frequently fatigued as a result of 
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working too many hours and thus this can have dire patient consequences. While it is understood that the shortage in 
nurses has resulted in the use of bank and temporary staffing to fill in the shortages, it would seem that administrative 
policy would concentrate on providing for more permanent staffing to units such as ICU, critical care and acute care as a 
result of the more important and potential dangerous onset of complications, thereby directing shortage fill in measures 
for other areas.

Table 8 – Bank Nurses as a Percentage of NHS Qualified Staff

                                                                                     1999        2003        % Growth
                                                                                                                    1999 to 2002
         Bank / Unknown Nurses                                   28,033     38,113           +36%
         Total Qualified NHS Nurses                           310,142   364,692           +18%
         Total, Excluding Bank/Unknown                    282,109   326,579           +16%
         Bank/Unknown Nurses as % of Total                     9%        10%
         Bank/Unknown Nurses as %
                        of Total in London                                  17%        21%

Table 9 – Number and Change of Qualified Nurses by Specialty
in the NHS Between 1999 and 2003

                                                   1999        2003     Numerical Change      % Change
                                                                                     1999 to 2003          1999 to 2003

   Acute, Elderly & General     165,643   201,184            +35,541                     +21%
   Paediatric                                16,689     18,437              +1,748                     +10%
   Maternity                                29,258     30,776              +1,518                       +5%
   Psychiatry                               38,999     44,728              +5,729                     +15%
   Learning Disabilities                 9,923       8,950                  -973                      -10%
   Community Services               48,972     57,588             +8,616                     +18%
   Education Staff                             658       1,147                +489                     +74%
   School Nursing                             -          (1,188)                   -                             -
   Unspecified                                   -          (1,882)                   -                             -
   TOTAL QUALIFIED         310,142    364,692           +54,692                    +18%

The preceding tables indicate that gains have been made in addressing the problem of shortages, however the range and 
depth of these shortages have agencies treading water in attempting to close the breach rather than being able to make 
gains. Governmental policy does recognize that the resolution rests in increasing retention rates as well as enrollment 
figures that it has embarked upon, however these longer-term solutions will take time before results start to take hold. 
In the interim, the problem of approximately 175,000 nurses approaching or at the age of retirement is a huge shadow 
lurking in the background that will continue to affect the efforts to resolve the nursing shortage problem.

A survey conducted by the Office of Manpower Economics (OME) among NHS employers indicated that an astonishing 
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45% stated that they experienced a significant problem in recruiting nurses, with 8% indicating that it is a major problem. 
The Report went on to state that staffing shortages “…have a major impact on clinical leadership and the quality of care.” 
As has been mentioned in numerous reports and surveys, the high levels of work related stress are one of the primary 
reasons indicated as why nurses are leaving their positions. The resolution to this problem, which naturally will benefit 
acute care patients and quality of care, is through staffing growth that the report indicated would be achieved via the 
following measures:

New Nursing Recruits from the United Kingdom
The latest information clearly indicates that the trends in new recruits are showing a decided upswing after a decade 
long decline.

Table 10 – Pre-registration Figures for Nursing and Midwifery Training

                                 England    N. Ireland   Scotland   Wales   UK Total
     1990/1991             14,786             659          2,537         998        18,980
     1991/1992             14,184             726          2,513         846        18,269
     1992/1993             13,931             717          2,485         936        18,069
     1993/1994             13,992             707          2,334         915        17,948
     1994/1995             13,997             585          2,060         769        17,411
     1995/1996             13,527             581          1,920         842        16,870
     1996/1997             11,208             492          1,802         708        14,210
     1997/1998               9,416             437          1,688         541        12,082
     1998/1999             10,184             421          1,789         580        12,974
     1999/2000             11,048             363          1,909         715        14,035
     2000/2001             12,501             379          1,771         782        15,433
     2001/2002             11,712             393          1,786         647        14,538
     2002/2003                N/A              N/A           N/A         N/A       18,216

The indicated gains are due to direct governmental programs implemented to support more enrollments as well as 
increase the number of health care assistants to take over the roles of nurses in lesser functions thus freeing qualified 
nursing staff for more patient care activities.

International Recruits
This has been one of the primary methods utilized to provide qualified nurses for the past decade. The benefit has 
been that it provided an immediate resolution to the nursing shortage, with the downside being the reliance on outside 
importation of skilled personnel rather than more concerted efforts to increase enrollment internally.

Table 11- Non-UK and UK Admissions
   Year             Non-UK         UK Admissions           Non-UK Admissions as
                      Admissions                                         % of all Initial Admissions
1993/1994          2,121                     17,948                                    11
1994/1995          2,452                     17,411                                    12
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1995/1996          2,762                     16,870                                    14
1996/1997          3,774                     14,210                                    21
1997/1998          4,300                     12,082                                    26
1998/1999          4,891                     12,974                                    28
1999/2000          7,383                     14,035                                    35
2000/2001          9,709                     15,433                                    39
2001/2002        16,155                     14,538                                    53
2002/2003        13,559                     18,216                                    43

When the preceding chart is compared against the number of enrollments (Table 10) it is clear that the utilization 
of foreign nurses to stem shortages is a solution that created reliance upon this short-term measure turning it into a 
method that overlooked or did not focus attention on internal methods to resolve nursing staff shortages.

Retention
A number of reports and surveys have uncovered that the reasons for nurses opting to leave the profession or enter into 
temporary or other fields was the result of:

dissatisfaction with advancement opportunities,
extremely high levels of stress,
long hours,
lack of autonom
As the NHS has not conducted or implemented exit surveys or paperwork on nurses who leave the pinpointing of the 
exact reasons along with statistics is not available. The following table does indicate that on average 9.2% of the nursing 
workforce left the NHS during 2003:

Table 12 – Rates for Registered Nurses Leaving the NHS
                                                                                        %
                                       Great Britain                           9.2
                                       Wales                                      6.6
                                       Scotland                                11.0
                                       England                                   9.1
                                       North/Yorks                            7.7
                                       Trent                                       6.8
                                       Eastern                                    9.5
                                       South East                             11.3
                                       London                                  13.1
                                       South West                              8.5
                                       West Midlands                        8.8
                                       North West                             6.7

The preceding indicated that according to data compiled by the NHS that the figures have remained relatively constant 
as the percentage rate for registered nurses leaving in 2001 and 2002 were 8.8% in each year, and was 8.7% in 2003. 
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This stabile pattern provides a planning foundation that policymakers are utilizing to build upon in other areas.

Returners
Another viable strategy that has been and is being employed is to cultivate the return of nurses who have left the NHS 
for varied reasons:

Table 13 – Nurses and Midwives Returning to NHS

                     Period                              Nurse / Midwife Returners
                  1999/2000                                             3,287
                  2000/2001                                             4,226
                  2001/2002                                             3,763
                  2002/2003                                             3,795
                  April 2003 – December 2003               2,383

The preceding data indicates that there are a number of strategic areas whereby the attrition rate can be slowed to aid in 
building up staff numbers. The long-term solution lies in creating enough interest and career opportunities to increase 
enrollment numbers in nursing as the definitive answer. The implications are clear, increased levels of care, reduction 
in errors and related aspects in acute care as well as other units, are all extremely important aspects to gain control over.

Table 14 – Nursing Students Enrolled in the UK

                       1996/97    1997/98    1998/99    1999/00    2000/02    2001/02    2002/03
   Full Time     46,911      53,198      58,760      60,740      72,085      77,205      82,725
   Part Time    44,134      44,245       49,841      56,950      74,570      76,370      85,935

Enrollments have increased steadily on an annual basis indicating that the efforts to attract students into the profession 
have been making an impact. The efforts on eliminating the negative impacts occurring on the job are equally important 
in lessening the reasons contributing to why nurses leave. All efforts that increase the raw number of nurses will have a 
positive impact upon care in acute units as gains, no matter how slight or gradual, will contribute to increased permanent 
staffing levels thus reducing the reliance on bank and temporary personnel that dilute the skill mix in acute care units 
which contributes to a lessening of care levels.

2.6 Acute Care Undergraduate Teaching (ACUTE) Initiative
This report focused on the problems resulting from understaffing, bank and temporary labour as well as a poor skill mix 
that occurs in ICU, critical care and acute care units. It determined that the clinical signs of a patient’s deterioration 
are sometimes clear for many hours before the situation turns critical, however, the shortage of nurses is sometimes 
attributable to the lack of identification of these signs thus delaying appropriate care, which is then termed ‘sub optimal 
care’. The report stated that the incidence of sub optimal care “… is frequently related to poor management of simple 
aspects of acute care…”, which usually entails blockages or complications to the patient’s breathing, circulation, fluid 
balance and other monitoring areas. The need for consistent observation and monitoring entails a physical presence that 
is direct nurse involvement with a patient’s signs and therefore shortages can delay the period of response and reading 
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these signs in an optimal manner. It was also determined that other failing points in providing optimal care can be the 
result of poor organization, lack of skill knowledge (skill mix), poor recognition of the clinical urgency, supervision, 
failure to obtain advice or lack of communication.

The preceding are factors which have negative care implications in an acute care setting, with the shortage of staffing 
being one of the primary reasons. The legal implications by virtue of errors committed in this area has been estimated to 
have caused approximately “…44,000 to 98,000…” patient deaths per annum with a corresponding cost of around $17 
billion to $29 billion in the United States alone. Research conducted by the Resuscitation Council uncovered that similar 
results, although the costs were different, were found in Australia as well as the United Kingdom.

The critical nature of recognizing the onset of deteriorating symptoms when a patient is in acute care is the reason 
this unit exists. This requires the skills of the staff as well as sufficient monitoring and the recognition of telltale signs 
accompanying such. Nurses are the first line of defense and observation in this process and must manage these types of 
situations until senior assistance arrives or the appropriate avenues of correction are implemented. The nurses on duty 
must not only possess the skills (skill mix) to recognize the onset of deteriorating symptoms, they must also understand 
what actions to take as well. The preceding means that the nurses on staff in the acute care unit notice the observations 
of adverse patient conditions, and the problem of staff shortages exacerbates this end.

The ACUTE Initiative states that critical care and acute care medical training is “…poorly represented…” in undergraduate 
curriculums, thus “…many trainee doctors have poor knowledge…” of the complex aspects of acute care. The understating 
of the preceding has not gone unnoticed. The Royal College of Physicians detailed a minimum training standard 
concerning resuscitation training in 1987 that comprised the following recommendations:

minimum levels of life support training should be a subject taught during the first term of medical schools and refresher 
courses again in the second year,
advanced life support training should be a curriculum subject introduced in the third year of medical school and this 
subject should be considered as a test item in the final examinations
The preceding observation have been supported by the General Medical Council that have pointed out that resuscitation 
training is a neglected course in undergraduate training. The obvious sense of this recommendation is too glaring not 
to be understood, the problem is that its importance in terms of curriculum inclusion, is not shared by the majority 
of medical schools. This is contrary to the developments in health care whereby the increased number of critically ill 
patients illustrates the need that the acute care staff be equipped with the skills and expertise to treat as well as recognize 
how to utilize this procedure to reduce the onset of cardiopulmonary arrest. The importance of all areas within the acute 
care setting is the subject this report set about to make, even though its focus was directed at a few specific areas. The 
operative understanding is that a set of minimum parameters is needed to establish the foundational standards for acute 
care administration as a starting point for continued improvement in the service quality of this area.

Chapter 3  Literature Critique

The articles, journals and other materials reviewed provided varied insights on the nature of nurse shortages in the 
acute care setting. Throughout the review it was apparent that the important nature of the care rendered in this unit 
(acute care), is rivaled only by surgery, emergency, ICU and critical care. The acute care unit is a holding unit established 
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to ensure that prior actions on the part of the hospital in administering care does not result in later complications by 
the patient before their release. As the acute care unit receives patients whose procedures or care encompasses any 
service offered by the institution it requires an extremely well versed and trained staff that is familiar with all manner 
of treatment, symptoms, complications and procedures. The materials reviewed, as a group, provided insight as to the 
nature of the question “Do nursing shortages affect patient care within an acute setting?” and in combination enabled a 
balanced view as to problem identification, key factors, contributing elements, solutions, causes and recommendations. 
The following summarizes the literature utilized:

RCN 2003 Staffing Snapshot Survey
This survey provided important statistical information regarding the status of nursing as well as patients in the United 
Kingdom as a foundation. As the preponderance of the data in this survey was statistical, its validity is not questioned. 
The study utilized questionnaires which were sent to stewards in 232 acute care units and the data complied was based 
on 76 responses. The survey supplied a broad copulation of data which as supported by information obtained from the 
other sources utilized, thus the opinion that the information collected is factual is established. The limited sampling was 
thus supported by broader and more extensive survey data and statistics found in other sources. The survey indicated 
that staffing shortages in the acute care unit lead to nurse patient ratios which are too high to enable the administration 
of proper monitoring and observation.

NHS Statistical Studies
The Department of Health in the United Kingdom complied the extensive data found in this statistical report which 
provided in depth information on varied facets of acute care units. The report provided details on vacancy rates in acute 
care units as well as insight concerning organizational structures which have proven to result in lowered incidences of 
complications among acute care patients. It also identified the staffing, skill mix, and other personnel challenges faced 
in running acute care units and why staffing levels are extremely important. The report was factual with no theoretical 
aspects that had not been examined and it utilized empirical data to support the viewpoint(s).

Conference Paper: Hospital staffing, organization, and quality of care: cross national findings
An extensive survey of 10,319 nurses in 303 hospitals investigated the correlation between organizational structures, 
staffing, nurse retention rates, and provided specific examples of how certain methodologies improved patient recovery 
and minimized complications. The depth of data encompassed aspects found in all of the other materials utilized and 
was consistent with the views expressed in other literature.

More nurses, working differently? A review of the UK nursing labour market 2002 to 2003
Organizational structure can yield efficiency benefits as well as a number of other effective aspects to the acute care 
unit by providing a climate conducive to improve standards of morale and thus work. This article examined the varied 
types of organizational structures and their results in terms of retention, care effectiveness, and efficiencies as well 
as statistical data supporting hypothesis. The information contained in this material supported other materials and 
provided data which conclusively aided in the analysis of the subject matter.

Fragile Future? A review of the UK nursing labour market in 2003
Nursing shortages were shown to be undermining the quality of care in the NHS and it was shown that the current 
problem was creating higher rates of mortality, post surgical complications, higher infections incidences and other 
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negative care aspects. The material provided supporting points of view as well as statistical data to prove the points 
addressed

Acute Care Undergraduate Teaching (ACUTE) Initiative
Curriculum course study deficiencies were addressed pointing out the failings of undergraduate programs in ICU, critical 
and acute care training. The legal implications as well as incidents of patient complication identification and treatment 
errors were also pointed out. The material provided valuable information relating to the subject matter.

The sources utilized all either added to the base field of knowledge and or understanding of the subject matter or 
complimented each other in bringing the diverse nature of the problems confronting acute care as a result of the nurse 
shortage plaguing the industry.

Chapter 4 Conclusions & Recommendations

The problem of how nursing shortages affect patient care in an acute care setting were found to be profound in terms 
of the depth of the problem and the complex variables this type of care entails. As health care in many cases is a life or 
death issue, underlying problems can have dire consequences in an industry where errors and mistakes have little to no 
margin for error.

The varied reports and surveys indicated the importance of providing a setting which aids nurse morale and gives them 
a voice in how the system runs as a factor in improving the quality of care as well as job satisfaction. These areas were 
identified as:

a flat organizational structure,
decentralized decision structure by bedside caregivers,
chief nurse included in management decision process,
flexible scheduling of nurses,
self governance of units
continued education and training of nurses in new procedures and treatments,
more nurse autonomy in bedside practice and better physician relationship.
The reports and surveys indicated that there is enough data to understand how to fix and address the problem, the next 
step is actually putting these recommendations into play so that such changes happen.
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