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Background: Nursing shortage, especially in critical care unit, has become a big concern
worldwide. Aim: This study aimed to provide the current states of critical care nursing in
Hong Kong. Methods: A literature search was conducted. Findings were narratively
summarized. Findings: Hong Kong faces an increasing demands in critical care service.
However, the shortage of nursing manpower in ICU imposes challenges to meet such demands
as well as the quality of critical care. Hospital authority has implemented various strategies
such as the development of practice through Specialty Advisory Group (Critical Care) and
Coordinating Committee in Intensive Care to address these issues. Conclusion: Efforts from
all stakeholders are needed to meet the demands and improve the quality of critical care.
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OVERVIEW OF INTENSIVE CARE UNITS IN
HONG KONG

The intensive care unit (ICU) refers to a spe-
cialized unit in a hospital to treat patients with
severe and life-threatening illness requiring
intensive monitoring, nursing care, and sup-
port of advanced technology equipment (Hong
Kong Society of Critical Care Medicine, 2009).
Because of the specialization of ICU, number of
ICU bed is limited but its demand is increasing
worldwide. The same condition is faced by Hong
Kong which has a highly government subsidized
healthcare system. In Hong Kong, there were 206
ICU beds in 2016 in public hospitals serving for
7.4 million residents (Yeung, 2016). Addi-
tionally, a high ICU occupancy rate (>80%) is
reported in nearly half of the major ICUs in Hong
Kong, posing substantial strain on ICU capac-
ity (Intensive Care National Audit & Research
Center [ICNARC], 2012). Despite this fact, the
demand of ICU beds in Hong Kong is increas-
ing due to its rapid ageing population, with
an approximate 5% increase from 2007 to 2012

(ICNARC, 2012). Additionally, the shortened
length of hospital stay, an action to maxi-
mize ICU capacity and meet the demands of
increasing number of critically ill patients, may
result in early discharge of ill patients and thus
increase the risk of ICU readmission (Wagner
et al., 2013).

ICU NURSING MANPOWER IN HONG KONG
Concurrent with the increasing demands for ICU
care services and advances in medical technolo-
gies, ICU requires more manpower to be oper-
ated in order to provide quality care. The Hospital
Authority (HA), the major provider of public
healthcare services in Hong Kong, roll out
service enhancements for time-critical care to
improve patients’ outcomes, which then requires
more critical care health professionals including
nurses to fulfill this goal (Hospital Authority,
2017). However, Hong Kong is facing the same
issue of ICU nurses shortage as other countries
(Hospital Authority, 2017).
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Due to the intensive care services required by ICU
patients, nurses in ICUusually have a heavywork-
load. It is estimated that the workload taking care
of one ICU patient equals that of taking care of six
to seven patients in a general ward (Yeung, 2016).
Additionally, nurses working in critical care envi-
ronments face increasing amount of work-related
stress due to their exposure to human suffering,
death, and family crises as well as the organiza-
tional constraints inherent in the hospital system
(Hospital Authority, 2017). The heavy workload
and the stressful experiences affect nurses’ health
and may increase their intention to leave ICU
(Toh, Ang, & Devi, 2012; Zhang et al., 2014).
One ICU reported that 6.6% of ICU nurses left
their job in 2015/16, compared to the 3.9% in
2014/15 and 6.1% in 2013/14 (Yeung, 2016). Such
high turnover rate has greatly affected the ICU
practice and the morale of nursing workforce in
Hong Kong. Another issue faced by Hong Kong
critical care nursing is experienced nurses seek-
ing career promotions but limited senior nursing
positions being offered in ICU comparedwith that
in general wards, resulting in a continual drain of
ICU-trained nurses (Hong Kong Society of Criti-
cal Care Medicine, 2009).

To fill the nursing manpower shortfall and
improve quality of care, the Hong Kong Govern-
ment and HA have launched a series of actions
to retain and attract nurses, such as employ-
ing part-time nurses, recruiting allied healthcare
assistants to assist registered nurses, improv-
ing work conditions, offering more flexible work
hour arrangement, providing career progression
opportunities such as offering additional pro-
motion posts, and reemploy suitable retirees to
address manpower needs (Hospital Authority,
2017). In addition to retain nurses, HA also added
around 4,050 nurses with 280 senior nurses to
the HA workforce during 2012 to 2017. As a
result, the number of nurses has been increased
by 19% from 2011/12 (20, 901) to 2016/17
(24, 959) (HKNC, 2017). Additionally, an attrition
rate of 5.2% was reported in both 2011/12 and
2015/16 (Tsang, 2016), indicating the effective of
the implemented strategies for nurses retention.

These strategies are applied for all clinical spe-
cialties including ICU. Additionally, to meet the
increasing service demands for critical care ser-
vice, the HA have taken various actions to expand
ICU’s capacity, such as by opening additional
beds in the existing hospitals or through hospital
redevelopment and expansion projects (Hospital
Authority, 2017).

QUALITY ENHANCEMENT OF CRITICAL CARE
SERVICES FROM NURSES

Despite the challenges critical care nurses are
facing in Hong Kong, nurses are united to strive
for excellence in practice and patient care. Spe-
cialty Advisory Group in Critical Care (SAG Criti-
cal Care) is established to fulfill this goal (Nursing
Services Department, Hospital Authority Head
Office, 2009). The SAG involves senior nursing
managers and clinical expertise from all 15 ICUs
in Hong Kong. These members include Depart-
mental Operation Managers, Nurse Consultants,
and Ward Managers. The SAG sets a platform to
address issues related to ICU services, nursing
workforce and training needs, quality assurance
and profession standards, and information tech-
nology. It also serves a bridge to report and make
recommendation to HA concerning the ICU ser-
vices trend anddevelopment. Furthermore, nurse
representatives from the SAG are members of the
Coordinating Committee in Intensive Care (COC,
ICU) too, which is a group of ICU expert doc-
tors to discuss ICU services development plan in
order to achieve more standardized service qual-
ity and treatment in all ICUs in Hong Kong to
ensure patient safety. To enhance the morale of
ICU nurses, the SAG has actively involved in vari-
ous activities, such as negotiating the manpower
issues with HA, supporting overseas and local
training to uphold ICU nurses with related com-
petency, advocating evidence-based nursing stan-
dards for provision of quality care to patients,
piloting ICU outreach services to support con-
tinuity of post-ICU discharge care, and promot-
ing transparency and knowledge sharing among
all ICUs through organizing annual critical care
forum. With these efforts, ICU nurses are more
competent to provide quality patient care andPdf_Folio:71
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meet the needs of critically ill patients at an
international standard.
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