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The APNA Workforce Survey is the only workforce survey exclusively designed for primary health  
care nurses across Australia. It has particular resonance in 2020, the International Year of the Nurse  
and Midwife.

Nurses constitute the largest professional workforce in primary Nurses constitute the largest professional workforce in primary 
health care. There are more than 82,000 of them making health care. There are more than 82,000 of them making 
a difference to the health of our nation each day in general a difference to the health of our nation each day in general 
practices, aged care, Aboriginal health services, schools, practices, aged care, Aboriginal health services, schools, 
correctional facilities and other settings.correctional facilities and other settings.

They are trusted and admired by the community – particularly They are trusted and admired by the community – particularly   
for their ongoing commitment during COVID-19.for their ongoing commitment during COVID-19.

Looking to the future, we know Australia has an ageing  Looking to the future, we know Australia has an ageing  
population linked to a rising burden of disease. We need  population linked to a rising burden of disease. We need  
a strong, well-supported nursing workforce to meet  a strong, well-supported nursing workforce to meet  
these challenges.these challenges.

APNA’s latest Workforce Survey results show that Australia’s APNA’s latest Workforce Survey results show that Australia’s 
primary health care nurses are indeed ready, willing and  primary health care nurses are indeed ready, willing and  
able to do more to keep the nation healthy.able to do more to keep the nation healthy.

We are grateful to the 1,678 nurses who took the time  We are grateful to the 1,678 nurses who took the time  
to complete this survey. This report is dedicated to them.  to complete this survey. This report is dedicated to them.  
Their information provides insights and data to advance our Their information provides insights and data to advance our 
profession with policymakers, employers and government.profession with policymakers, employers and government.

This is a summary of our survey highlights. A full report  This is a summary of our survey highlights. A full report  
will be available on our website for APNA members.will be available on our website for APNA members.

How they described themselves

NURSES BY THE NUMBERS

Who responded
 NSW 27%

 VIC 22%

 QLD 21%

 WA 11%

 SA 7%

 TAS 4%

 NT 2%

 ACT 2%

 OTHER 4%  
(e.g. Norfolk Island) 

ACROSS AUSTRALIA

1,678 
NURSES

Workforce characteristics 

 Registered Nurse

 Enrolled Nurse

 Nurse & Midwife

 Nurse Practitioner

96% 
FEMALE

48 AVERAGE 
AGE

average time  
in primary  
health care

35%

average time 
in nursing

Roles

81.8% 9.4%

6%

2.8%

69% in general practice
(other settings include aged care, 
Aboriginal health, correctional facilities, 
schools and community health)

10  
YEARS

21  
YEARS

nearing retirement  
(50-59)

WORK 
PART-TIME

50% WORK  
FULL-TIME33% 

WORK  
AS CASUALS17% 

experienced nurses working  
in primary health care

experienced nurses new  
to primary health care

recently graduated nurses  
(3 years or less in workforce)

67% 14% 9%
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WHAT NURSES THINK 

Sample comments from survey respondents

POSITIVE NEGATIVE

I love patient 
contact and 

working as part of 
an interdisciplinary 

team

Enjoy working with 
patients across the 
continuum of life

I love helping  
parents adjust to  
the new baby in  
their house and 
reassuring them  
about the role  
of vaccines in  
the child’s life

The salary just doesn’t  
cut it. Primary health care 

nurses do so much for 
patients and are a pivotal 
part of preventative and 

ongoing care, but are 
under-compensated

I have the best 
job ever. I have 
never woken up 

disappointed I have 
to go to work

I rely on the doctors’ 
billing to fund my 
role. Very difficult  
for management  
to quantify and  
see what I do

I feel glued to the  
chair and stuck in front 
of a computer for hours  

at a time. Not using  
my clinical skills

80% told us they were very  
satisfied or satisfied with their  
job. Patient and team contact  
were big motivators.

Not everything is rosy for 
primary health care nurses.  
Pay and skills recognition  
are ongoing issues.

!
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45% of nurses told us that often or most of the time  
their knowledge and skills weren’t being fully utilised  
in their current role. This is a clear lost opportunity  
for the Australian health system.

So what’s the hold-up?
Our survey found 52% of nurses had asked if they could 
undertake more complex clinical activities or extend their 
role in the workplace. That met with a mixed response  
from employers and managers. Of those who asked,  
29.6% had their suggestions refused.

  Most of the time I don’t feel I get to use  
my knowledge and skills to the full extent

  Often I feel I could do more with my  
current skills and knowledge

  Often I am practising at a level to the  
full extent of my skills and knowledge

  I am regularly practising to the full  
extent of my skills and knowledge

 Other

NURSES WANT TO DO MORE

Employers/managers didn’t  
approve adding more complex  
tasks or extending role

Under consideration?
X

Where the nurse role was not extended, 
most common reasons reported:

no financial incentive  
for organisation/
business

resistance  
to change42% 29%

More complex tasks or an 
extended role was negotiated

14%

31%

24%

27%

4%

40.3%

29.6%

30.1%
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Role qualification Attained Working towards Total

Nurse immuniser 48.4% 7.7% 56.1%

Cervical screening 19.2% 6.9% 26.1%

Chronic disease management 14.4% 7.4% 21.8%

Asthma/respiratory educator 8.5% 5.4% 13.8%

Diabetes educator 5.5% 7.6% 13.1%

  Infection control

  Cold chain management

  Patient triage

WHY NURSES CAN DO MORE

Commonly reported primary  
health care nurse activities  
(daily basis)

43% of respondents told us they had completed or were 
working towards postgraduate qualifications in 2019.

Overall, 70% of respondents who gained qualifications 
since 1994 have a Bachelor of Nursing degree.

Most respondents (86%) obtained their qualifications in Australia. 
This was followed by the United Kingdom, New Zealand, the 
Philippines and South Africa.

Many nurses are additionally qualified to practice in a variety of advanced roles:

  Wound care

 Immunisations 

 Administer medicines 

What nurses told us they would  
like to do more often:

Asthma education and management

Diabetes education  
and management

Arthritis education and management

Chronic disease education and 
management

Patient education on drug,  
alcohol or smoking cessation

Cardiovascular disease education  
and management

Primary health care nurses are highly 
educated and qualified. They have the  
skills and experience to make a difference.

62%

54%65%

54%

63%

73%
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Why do nurses  
choose primary health?
The ageing profile may explain why 
some nurses are making the transition 
from the acute sector to primary 
health. The following factors were 
rated highly by respondents.

NURSES ARE GETTING OLDER

Another issue highlighted by the survey is the ageing 
workforce in primary health care nursing.

A significant number of respondents are approaching 
retirement age, with 35% of them 50-59 years.  
This compares with 22% for the same age cohort  
in Nursing and Midwifery Board data for Australia’s  
entire nursing workforce.

Age profile of APNA survey compared with Nursing and Midwifery  
Board data:

Age group APNA survey Overall nursing data

Under 25 2.3% 5.6%

25-29 7% 11.9%

30-34 8% 14.3%

35-39 8% 11.3%

40-44 8.3% 10%

45-49 12.7% 11.2%

50-54 18.7% 10.6%

55-59 16.7% 11.2%

60-64 13.6% 9.2%

65-69 3.5% 3.7%

70-74 0.6% 0.9%

75-79 0.4% 0.1%

80 + 0.1% <0.1%

60%45%

59%

  Work-life balance

  Regular hours

  No shiftwork
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Pay was the main issue nurses were most dissatisfied with  
in primary health care. 45% were either very dissatisfied  
or dissatisfied with their wages/salary. 

The average hourly pay for all respondents  
was $37.67. 

There remains a striking gap 
between what nurses are  
paid and the value they provide 
to the health and wellbeing  
of the Australian community.

The Invisible Nurse
In addition to pay concerns, lack of recognition remains  
an ongoing challenge for many primary health care nurses.  
More than half reported they had not had a formal and  
documented work appraisal in the last two years.

Yes No Unsure No + Unsure

Clinical work 48.5% 46.7% 4.8% 51.5%

Non-clinical work 38.9% 53.8% 7.3% 61.1%

Have you had a formal work appraisal in last two years?

Average hourly rates of pay reported  
by survey respondents

Respondents Hourly rates

Registered Nurse $39.20

Enrolled Nurse $28.99

Nurse and Midwife $40.43

Nurse Practitioner $58.08

WHAT’S THE PAY?
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About this Survey
APNA has commissioned a national workforce survey of primary health care nurses  
annually since 2004. 

This year APNA thanks the NSW Rural Doctors Network for their support and analysis  
of the APNA Workforce Survey data.

APNA has also worked this year with the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare on their  
first Profile of Primary Health Care Nurses report. APNA Workforce Survey and membership 
data have been used by AIHW in the preparation of their report.

About APNA

APNA is the peak professional body for the 82,000 nurses who work outside the hospital 
system. This includes nurses in general practice, aged care, Aboriginal health, corrections  
and other community settings. APNA provides primary health care nurses with a voice,  
access to quality continuing professional development, support, and networking opportunities.


