
In response to deteriorating patient care conditions in the state's acute care hospitals, the Campaign to 
Ensure Safe Patient Care is working to place a measure on the 2014 ballot -- The Patient Safety Act -- 
that will set a safe maximum limit on the number of patients assigned to a nurse at one time, while also 
requiring hospitals to adjust nurses' patient assignments based on the specific needs of the patients. 

The primary reason you are admitted to a hospital is because your condition is so severe you require around-
the-clock attention by a registered nurse. Nurses are specially trained to monitor your condition from minute-
to-minute and to take immediate action to prevent complications or to save your life.

The filing of the initiative follows the release of dozens of prominent research studies and reports that show 
beyond any doubt the need to set a maximum limit on the number of patients that can be assigned to each 
registered nurse if we are to avoid -- mistakes, serious complications and preventable readmissions. 

The call for this law has intensified in recent years in reaction to dramatic changes within the hospital industry 
driven by state and national health care reform, including the merger, and conversion of non-profit hospitals 
into larger corporate networks. None of this has been beneficial for patients as the industry's response has 
been to cut staff and to reduce services in an attempt to boost hospital profit margins at the expense of 
patients' safety. 

Currently there is no law and there are no standards in existence for the number of patients that can be 
assigned to a nurse at one time in Massachusetts' hospitals, and there are no requirements for hospitals to 
provide an adequate level of nursing care. It is not uncommon for nurses in Massachusetts to have six, seven 
or even eight patients at a time, when a safe limit would be no more than four patients for a nurse on a typical 
medical/surgical floor.

The Patient Safety Act will set maximum safe patient limits for nurses for different types of units/departments 
in a hospital. The proposed law calls for one nurse for every four patients in medical/surgical units, where 
most patient care takes place. In emergency departments, the proposed regulations require nurses to care for 
between one and three patients depending on the severity of the patient conditions, and for nurses in critical 
care units to have between one and a maximum of two patients based on the needs of those patients. 

To provide flexibility in staffing and to account for patients who require more care, the bill calls for the 
creation of a system to evaluate patients' needs for care, and for hospitals to adjust the RN’s patient 
assignment should that patient require closer monitoring to stay safe.
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Help Protect Patients in Massachusetts Hospitals

Join the Campaign for Safe Patient CareJoin the Campaign for Safe Patient Care

To learn more about this issue, visit www.PatientSafetyAct.com



The state’s largest nurses union intends to teams, which may mean they don’t need time to sit by a dying patient or adequately 
ask voters to do what the Legislature has as many nurses. Administrators need educate a patient before discharge about 
refused to do: establish statewide limits flexibility to decrease the number of medications and follow-up appointments 
on the number of hospital patients patients assigned to new nursing — a lapse that can lead to an expensive 
assigned to each nurse. graduates — and increase the number hospital readmission.

when a nurse is experienced, said Lynn 
The Massachusetts Nurses Association “That education involves a lot of one-on-

Nicholas, president of the hospital group.
plans to launch a Facebook campaign one time,’’ Kelly-Williams said. “It will 
Monday and an Internet advertising “This issue has had significant save health care dollars to ensure patients 
campaign in September to build support deliberation for many years and it’s been are taken care of the right way the first 
for a proposed November 2014 ballot rejected year after year and not just in time.’’
question that would cap nurses’ workload Massachusetts,’’ she said. “It’s a terrible 

The union said that more than 40 studies 
in acute care hospitals. Supporters must idea.’’

in  medica l  journa ls  show tha t  
gather 70,000 signatures from registered 

So far, only California has enacted limits overburdening nurses with too many 
voters by this November.

on the number of patients assigned to patients is linked to increased costs, 
The effort is likely to ignite a fierce public nurses. In the past two years, similar complications, and mortality.
debate between the union and hospitals. legislation has been filed in 12 states. The 

Nicholas said those studies do not show 
There are potent feelings on both sides, California law sets minimum nurse-

“an optimal or minimal number of nurses 
and each says it wants what is best for patient ratios for more than 15 different 

for every patient, at every hospital, and at 
patients. types of units, but hospitals must increase 

every moment. That’s because there are 
staffing based on individual patient needs. 

Nurses have been pushing for staffing many factors that go into meeting the 
In intensive care units, nurses cannot care 

legislation in the House and Senate since unique needs of each patient, including 
for more than two patients at once; in 

1995, and have won support — each the composition of the entire caregiving 
emergency rooms, the limit is four 

chamber passed a version of the bill in team, as well as the technology and 
patients; and on medical and surgical 

2008 but they were not able to agree in the resources they use,’’ she said.
floors, it’s five.

end. The union believes workload limits 
Nicholas disputed the union’s assertion 

are a pivotal issue now that hospitals are The Massachusetts ballot question 
that hospitals have too few nurses. The 

under growing pressure to control the cost generally asks for stricter limits but makes 
hospital association runs a website that 

of care. Some have laid off nurses or not exceptions for patients’ conditions. For 
lists each acute care hospital and the 

replaced those who have left their jobs. example, the limit in ICUs would be one 
number of nurses and other staff assigned 

The union’s campaign urges patients to patient to a nurse, but a nurse may accept a 
to different units. She said this provides a 

“just ask . . . how many patients is your second patient if the nurse determines 
high level of transparency for patients 

nurse caring for today?’’ both patients are stable. The limit in 
about their nursing care.

emergency rooms would be between one 
“We have put our energy into this . . . and 

“There is nothing to fix there,’’ she said.and four patients, depending on the 
we got it to the finish line, but we haven’t 

patients’ conditions, while on medical and The site, however, does not allow patients been able to get it over,’’ said union 
surgical floors, the maximum would be to easily compare hospitals. Leonard president Donna Kelly-Williams, a nurse 
four. Marcus, director of the program for health who works in obstetrics at Cambridge 

care negotiation and conflict resolution at Hospital. “We cannot continue to do the Each hospital would be required to 
the Harvard School of Public Health, said same thing given the climate we are develop a “patient acuity system’’ that 
“you have to be a data geek to seeing.’’ would describe circumstances under 
understand’’ it.which specific patients would require 

The Massachusetts Hospital Association 
more intensive nursing care, such as the He said he does not support locking contends that patient limits etched in law 
use of specialized equipment. hospitals into specific numbers of patients will undercut hospitals as they try to 

per nurse. “What would be great,’’ he said, develop new staffing models to increase Nurses involved in the ballot initiative 
is legislation that required “more efficiency and improve care. For said the number of patients that nurses are 
information for the public so they can example, some hospitals have added expected to care for now varies widely 
compare nurse patient ratios’’ among respiratory therapists to patients’ care among hospitals. Nurses may not have 
hospitals.
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