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Review of Nurse Staffing Data & Surveys 
The healthcare staffing crisis is often characterized by the healthcare industry as a supply issue: that there are not 
enough nurses to staff hospitals at appropriate levels. A review of recent national and Washington State nurse staffing 
data and survey results indicates that there are enough nurses to safely staff hospitals, but that the quality of jobs is 
leading many qualified Registered Nurses (RN) to leave their Washington hospital jobs. The following report 
summarizes recent data and surveys from consulting firms, academia, healthcare unions, hospitals, and government 
agencies.   

Summary & Findings 

The number of RNs with an active license to practice in Washington State currently exceeds the number of RN jobs by a 
substantial margin.  The Bureau of Labor Statistics’ (BLS) latest employment count (part-time & full time) of RNs in 
Washington was 59,300, as of May 2020. The number of active or pending WA-licensed RNs was 120,069, as of 
November 2021, and expands to 144,001 including Licensed Practical Nurses (LPN) and Advanced Registered Nurse 
Practitioners (ARNP). On its own, the existence of this gap does not establish that there are over 60,000 RNs (the 
difference between the two figures) currently seeking to work in Washington.  For one, the demand for RNs may have 
increased since the BLS data was released. Additionally, WA-licensed RNs are not necessarily currently seeking to work 
in Washington. A 2019 Washington Center for Nursing study found that 69% of RNs with WA licenses were practicing in 
Washington, with the other 31% either not working in nursing or practicing out-of-state.  

Despite these caveats, the data demonstrates that there is an extensive base of qualified RNs for Washington hospitals 
to recruit and retain enough nurses to staff hospitals at safe levels. If 69% of the 120,069 WA-licensed RNs were working 
in Washington (the 2019 percentage), there would be nearly 83,000 RNs working; 23,700 more than were RN jobs in 
May 2020. Moreover, the 31% that are licensed in WA but either not working or working in another state represent a 
qualified talent pool that Washington hospitals could attract with improved working conditions. This talent pool is also 
expanding. The number of nurses with an active Washington license increased 4.5% annually from 2019 to 2021. 
Nationally, the number of licensed RNs increased by 6.7% in 2019, and enrollment in nursing programs at a 
baccalaureate level increased by 5.6% in 2020.  

The primary challenge that Washington hospitals are facing is not related to the supply of qualified nurses. Rather, the 
challenge stems from difficulty retaining nurses. Nationally, the turnover rate for RNs has increased from 14.6% in 2016 
to 18.7% in 2020. Recent studies have identified burnout, insufficient staffing, stressful working environment, and other 
reasons related to job quality as the reason RNs are leaving or considering leaving their jobs. A McKinsey study showed 
that ‘inadequate staffing’ was the most important factor in nurses’ decision to leave, and other commonly cited factors 
such as ‘burnout’ could be dramatically reduced with safe staffing levels.  

There is a large talent pool of licensed RNs in Washington—and that number is increasing—but many are leaving to 
become travelers, moving from one hospital to another, retiring early, or leaving the profession. Safe staffing levels will 
reduce burnout, attract more people to join–or to return to–the profession, and create a work environment that allows 
Washington hospitals to retain nurses and provide the level of patient care that Washingtonians deserve.  

Supply/Demand Statistics 

• There were 59,300 RN employeesi in Washington State, as of May 2020, according to the US Bureau of Labor 
Statistics.ii  

• There were 120,069 RNs with an active or pending Washington licenseiii, as of November 2021. This number 
expands to 144,001 including ARNPs and LPNs.iv  

• The number of WA-licensed RNs who were working in-state was 69% in 2019, according to the 2019 
Washington State Registered Nurse Workforce report. The percentage of WA-licensed RNs who were practicing 
in a different state was 22.5%. The number of WA-licensed RNs not working in nursing was 8.5%.v  These 
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percentages applied to the number of November 2021 licensees would result in 82,848 RNs practicing in WA, 
27,016 RNs practicing in another state, and 10,206 RNs not currently working in nursing. 

• The number of licensed RNs in Washington increased an average of 4.5% annually between 2019 and 2021 
according to figures cited in a WA Department of Health Nursing Education Programs Annual School Report.vi 

• In 2020, 2984 individuals took the NCLEX for the first time in WA.vii 
• Washington’s in-state nursing programs graduated 2433 individuals from ADN and BSN programs in the most 

recent year reported in the DOH report.viii 
• By addressing clinical bottlenecks, Washington programs can enroll an additional 800 to 1,000 qualified 

applicants per year that WA in-state nursing programs report rejecting due to lack of clinical slots available. 
• The total number of active RN licenses in the United States was 4,948,914, as of December 31, 2019, 

representing an annual increase in RN licenses of 309,366 (6.7%) (2020 National Nursing Workforce Survey).ix 
• The federal government’s National Center for Health Workforce Analysis’s 2017 report projected a surplus in the 

RN workforce through 2030. RN supply was projected to exceed growth in demand by 293,800 RN FTEs in 2030. 
In Washington State, RN supply was projected to exceed demand by 6,200 FTEs by 2030, a 7.8% margin.x 

• Enrollment in nursing programs at a baccalaureate level increased by 5.6% nationwide in 2020, according to 
the American Association of Colleges and Nursing.xi 

RN Retention Challenges 

• A 2021 poll of the members of three unions representing healthcare workers in Washington (SEIU Healthcare 
1199, UFCW 21, and WSNA) found that 84% of healthcare workers felt burned out by their jobs and 49% were 
likely to leave the healthcare profession in the next few years.xii 

• A survey of 226 hospitals nationwide found that the annual turnover rate for RNs has increased from 14.6% in 
2016 to 18.7% in 2020 (NSI Nursing Solutions, Inc.).xiii 

• A 2021 McKinsey survey found “insufficient staffing levels” to be the most common ‘important factor’ that 
would lead nurses to leave their current role providing direct patient care, if they were to decide to leave. 59% 
of surveyed RNs said ‘insufficient staffing’ would be an important factor in their decision to leave.xiv 

• A 2021 Washington Center for Nursing study showed that 27% of RN respondents had left the workforce 
temporarily and 34% had left the workforce indefinitely, indicating that many RNs that have left the workforce 
could be brought back into the profession with better working conditions.xv 

• A 2021 Washington State Hospital Association survey of 80 Washington hospitals found that only 10% of RNs 
were leaving their jobs due to retirement.xvi 

• A cross-sectional analysis of 2018 HHS data found that the top five reasons that nurses quit their jobs were, in 
the following order: 1.) Stressful work environment, 2.) Lack of good management or leadership, 3.) Burnout, 
4.) Inadequate staffing, and 5.) Better pay/benefits. The authors suggest that “health systems should focus on 
implementing known strategies to alleviate burnout, including adequate nurse staffing and limiting the 
number of hours worked per shift.” xvii 

 
i BLS definition: ‘"Employees" are all part-time and full-time workers who are paid a wage or salary. The survey does not cover the self-employed, owners and partners in unincorporated firms, household workers, or 
unpaid family workers.’ 
ii US Bureau of Labor Statistics: Occupational Employment and Wage Statistics, Registered Nurses 
iii This figure is from the November 2021 Washington DOH Registry and includes RNs with any and all active licenses, those on military status, and pending. 
iv Washington DOH Registry (RNs): November 5, 2021. ARNP and LPN Registry: December 1, 2021. 
v https://www.doh.wa.gov/Portals/1/Documents/Pubs/RNWorkforceReport.pdf 
vi https://www.doh.wa.gov/Portals/1/Documents/6000/669269.pdf 
vii https://www.doh.wa.gov/Portals/1/Documents/6000/669269.pdf 
viii https://www.doh.wa.gov/Portals/1/Documents/6000/669269.pdf 
ix https://www.journalofnursingregulation.com/action/showPdf?pii=S2155-8256%2821%2900027-2 
x https://bhw.hrsa.gov/sites/default/files/bureau-health-workforce/data-research/nchwa-hrsa-nursing-report.pdf 
xi https://www.aacnnursing.org/News-Information/Press-Releases/View/ArticleId/24802/2020-survey-data-student-enrollment 
xiihttps://static1.squarespace.com/static/619c009fb3e63b1bb3d3684f/t/61b781ef3825d3535437a6e5/1639416303381/Healthcare+Workers+Memo+121321.pdf 
xiii https://www.nsinursingsolutions.com/Documents/Library/NSI_National_Health_Care_Retention_Report.pdf 
xiv https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/healthcare-systems-and-services/our-insights/nursing%20in-2021-retaining-the-healthcare-workforce-when-we-need-it-most# 
xv https://www.wcnursing.org/wp-content/uploads/documents/reports/2021-June-WCN-SIA-COVID-19-Impact-on-the-Nursing-Workforce-Study.pdf 
xvi https://www.koin.com/news/washington/wa-nurse-staffing-shortages-could-be-more-of-a-crisis-than-covid/ 
xvii Shah MK, Gandrakota N, Cimiotti JP, Ghose N, Moore M, Ali MK. Prevalence of and Factors Associated With Nurse Burnout in the US. JAMA Netw Open. 2021;4(2):e2036469. doi:10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2020.36469 


