
 

 

Seattle Children’s Hospital: Financial Report #1 
The consequences of reliance on travel RNs 

 
Travel nurses are nurses (RNs) who work at hospitals under short-term contracts, typically away 
from their homes and making higher wage rates than the nurses who are long-term permanent 
staff at the hospital. Hospitals use travel nurses when patient volumes increase, or they cannot 
staff their hospitals adequately with permanent staff nurses due to problems recruiting and 
retaining nurses.  

Seattle Children’s Hospital (SCH) has spent $52 million on travel nurses over the last 2.25 years. 
This travel RN expense has increased dramatically in recent months, with the Hospital spending 
$29.5 million on travelers in the last two quarters alone.1 Travel nurses can be deployed 
strategically in certain instances, but the scale of SCH’s reliance on travel nurses is unnecessary 
and is costing the hospital and the community money.  

An investment in permanent staff nurses would markedly reduce the hospital’s travel nurse 
expense and would yield a healthier financial profile for the Hospital. Moreover, this investment 
would result in better patient care at a time when the Hospital has had vacancy rates of up to 
19%2, and would reward the nurses who live in the community and have made long term 
commitments to the region’s children. 

Travel nurse expenses increasing 

SCH’s travel nurse expense averaged $3.2 million per quarter from the beginning of the 2020 
calendar year through Q3 2021. In Q4 2021 and Q1 2022 this expense rose sharply to $12.2 million 
and $17.3 million respectively. To illustrate this steep increase, SCH spent $15 million more on 
travel RNs in the first three months of 2022 than the same period in 2021. 
 

 

 
1 All travel nurse information from Seattle Children’s Hospital response to information request. Most recent quarter ended March 31, 2022. 
2 As of 1/31/22. From documentation provided in response to WSNA Request for Information. 
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Travel RNs make far more than long-term SCH RNs  

Relying on travel RNs is an inefficient use of labor expenses. To entice nurses to take these 
contracts working away from their homes and families, hospitals and agencies have to pay 
elevated wages. The exact amount that travel RNs earn varies depending on market factors, and 
the authors of this report do not have access to the details of SCH’s travel RN contracts. However, 
earlier this year, University of Washington Medicine cited the average travel RN rate3 to be 
approximately $174 per hour, or $361,920 per year.4  By contrast, the average wage for 
permanent RNs at SCH is $51 per hour. 

SCH nurses also have options in the current labor market, a contributing factor to SCH’s reliance 
on travel nurses.  

• RNs across the country have been retiring early or leaving the profession due to burnout 
after over two years of providing care during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

• SCH’s permanent RNs also have lucrative travel options and can earn far more by taking 
contracts at other hospitals. 

• SCH’s wages compare unfavorably to many west coast hospitals, including Lucille 
Packard Children’s Hospital at Standard, where entry level nurses make over twice as 
much as SCH nurses: $78 at Lucille Packard and $36 at SCH. 
 

 
*From University of Washington Fiscal Note re HB 1868. Rate includes agency fees, which do not go to nurses. 

 

SCH has failed to react to these market conditions and give its permanent RNs a substantial 
enough wage increase to keep enough nurses working at its own facilities. This has resulted in 
high attrition and a vacancy rate that has made the Hospital dependent on travel RNs. The 
vacancy rate went from 5% to 19% in just over a year. The number of permanent SCH RNs was 
recently 1683, which means that SCH is short approximately 395 permanent RNs. 

 
3 This likely includes an agency fee, also varies according to market factors. 
4 Fiscal Note HB 1868, February 25, 2022. 
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Seattle Children’s Hospital vacancy rate 

Date of data snapshot % posted vacancy 

12/28/20 4.96% 

2/1/21 4.61% 

3/1/21 7.22% 

3/29/21 6.91% 

5/3/21 8.91% 

5/31/21 10.97% 

6/28/21 8.56% 

8/2/21 9.78% 

8/30/21 15.49% 

9/27/21 15.14% 

11/1/21 14.14% 

11/29/21 17.46% 

1/3/22 17.13% 

1/31/22 19.24% 

 
Wage increases would bring travel RN expenses to reasonable levels 

The primary driver of travel nurse expenses is an inability to safely and effectively staff a hospital 
with permanent nurses. Higher wages can attract and retain long-term nurses who live in the 
community, are familiar with the particulars of the hospital, and—even with substantial raises—
make much less hourly than travel nurses.  

• Projecting out SCH’s travel nurse expense from the past six months, the annual expense 
for travel nurses would be $59.1 million.  

• The entire annual payroll of permanent RNs wages is $134 million.5 
• The cost of a 44% raise for permanent RNs is approximately $59 million, meaning that 

SCH could give every permanent nurse a 44% raise and still not match the projected 
annual expense for travel nurses. 

 

 
5 From Seattle Children’s Hospital bargaining unit list. Provided to WSNA on May 17, 2022. 
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A meaningful raise would persuade nurses to keep working at SCH and would attract high-caliber 
nurses from across the region to make a permanent home at Seattle Children’s Hospital. The cost 
of such a raise would almost certainly be offset by the resulting reduction in travel nurse 
expense. 

SCH remains profitable despite travel nurse expense 

Most hospitals could not incur this level of travel nurse expense and continue to be financially 
successful. SCH is an exception. Even with this inflated travel nurse expense, SCH’s operations 
have maintained profitability. Historically, SCH has been one of the most financially successful 
hospitals or hospital systems in Washington. Even in fiscal year 20206—the worst year of COVID 
for hospitals—SCH made $108 million in net income (profits). Its net income increased to $359 
million in 2021.7 Its operating EBITDA, a close approximation of operating cash flow and the best 
measure of an operations’ profitability, was also strong, as it earned between $123 million and 
$248 million over the last three fiscal years. 

Seattle Children’s Hospital financial performance metrics 
 2019 2020 2021 
Excess of revenues over expenses (profit) $202 million $108 million $359 million 
Total (profit) margin 11% 5.9% 16.2% 
Operating EBITDA (cash flow) $248 million $123 million $228 million 
Operating EBITDA (cash flow) margin 14% 7.2% 11.8% 

 
SCH’s investment portfolio (which has minimal direct relationships to its healthcare operations) 
decreased in value during the last two quarters, coincidently the same period when traveler 
expenses also rose. The downward market negatively affected the Hospital’s profit margin during 
this period. However, despite the tens of millions SCH spent on travel nurses, its operating 
performance was still strong. 

In the six months that SCH spent $29.5 million on travel nurses, it still had an operating EBITDA of 
$94 million, a 9.5% margin. The uniquely strong financial fundamentals of SCH have allowed it to 
pay exorbitant and avoidable travel nurse fees and maintain profitable operations. With more 
foresight and an investment in permanent staff, SCH’s financial performance would have been 
even stronger.  

Invest in the community 

SCH’s decision not to make a stronger investment in the community residents who make up 
SCH’s permanent nursing staff has had negative financial consequences. Better pay and working 
conditions for the people who have made long-term commitments to region’s children would 
have attracted more nurses to SCH, kept nurses working in the hospital, and rendered the huge 
influx of expensive travel nurses unnecessary.  

 
6 SCH’s fiscal year ends September 30th. 
7 All financial information from Seattle Children’s Hospital financial statements. 



 

SCH engaged in short-term financial decision-making and determined that if it paid the 
permanent staff less than they deserved, the Hospital could keep its costs down. This worked for 
a time (from a purely financial perspective), but it has backfired now that nurses are choosing to 
exercise their market power and find jobs at higher-paying hospitals.  

SCH has an opportunity to take action that would improve patient care, benefit the community, 
reward the nurses who have worked tirelessly through two years of COVID, and improve the 
financial strength of the hospital. An investment in nurses is an investment in the success of 
Seattle Children’s Hospital and an investment in the Seattle-area community. 

 

 

 


