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Issues and Challenges of Nurse Workforce Policy: A Critical Review and
Implication
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Purpose: In this paper issues and challenges of the workforce policy for nursing were explored and appropriate policy
responses identified. Results: Many countries, including South Korea, are facing a shortage of nurses. In South
Korea, the number of practicing registered nurses is about half the average for Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) member countries. The shortage of nurses is not necessarily a shortage
of individuals with nursing qualifications but also includes complex issues, such as lack of well-educated nurses,
shortage of nurses willing to work, and geographical imbalances of nurses. The present nurse workforce policies
are to increase number of nursing schools, to reduce the length of training, and to replace nurses with nursing
assistants. However, the findings of many studies have shown that these attempts resulted in a worsening of patient
outcomes and increasingly low quality of care. Conclusion: The findings in this study indicate that nurse workforce
policy should have a multi-faceted approach in order to address the many factors affecting nurse shortages.
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Table 1. Korean Registered Nurses and Nurse Aids

Registered nurses Nurse aids Total
Variables
n (%) n (%) n (%)
Specialized general hospital 24,993 (87.5) 3,565 (12.5) 28,558 (100.0)
General hospital 37,112 (86.2) 5,962 (13.8) 43,074 (100.0)
Hospital 23,834 (66.3) 12,138 (33.7) 35,972 (100.0)
Long-term care hospital 9,405 (51.3) 8,921 (48.7) 18,326 (100.0)

Clinic 15,522 (16.0)

Total 110,866 (49.7)

81,618 (84.0) 97,140 (100.0)

112,204 (50.3) 223,070 (100.0)

Source: Ministry of Health & Welfare (2013).
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Table 2. Distribution of Population, Inpatient Days, and Practicing Registered Nurses (RNs) by Administrative District

Variables Population Inpatient days Practicing RNs Practicing RNs per  Practicing RNs per
(2010) (2011) (2011) 1,000 population 1,000 inpatient days
Seoul 9,031,482 12,480,991 29,804 3.09 2.39
Busan 3,393,191 10,907,550 10,144 2.99 0.93
Daegu 2,431,774 5,124,392 6,458 2.66 1.26
Incheon 2,632,035 4,240,036 4,689 1.78 1.11
Gwangju 1,466,143 3,943,712 5,159 3.52 131
Daejeon 1,490,158 3,058,318 4,056 272 1.33
Ulsan 1,071,673 2,283,931 2,390 223 1.05
Gyeonggi 11,196,053 16,021,947 20,228 1.81 1.26
Gangwon 1,463,650 2,873,643 4,023 275 1.40
Chungcheonbuk 1,495,984 2,953,673 2,763 1.85 0.94
Chungcheongnam 2,000,473 3,798,140 3,425 171 0.90
Jeollabuk 1,766,044 6,753,031 4,745 2.69 0.70
Jeollanam 1,728,749 6,249,864 5,630 3.26 0.90
Gyeongsangbuk 2,575,370 5,907,348 6,192 2.40 1.05
Gyeongsangnam 3,119,571 9,298,614 7,277 233 0.78
Jeju 528,411 987,052 1,788 3.38 1.81

Source: Statistics Korea (2010) & Statistics Korea (2011),

Table 3. Korean Nurses’ Turnover Rate

Variables Specialized general hospital General hospital Hospital
All nurses 10.1% 18.6% 20.4%
Nurses with a career of less than 1 year 27.8% 33.0% 30.1%

Source: Noh et al. (2011).
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