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13.3 Mental health nurses 
Mental health nurses are another group of professionals who can provide specialist 
health-related care to people with mental health problems. In this report, the definition of 
mental health nursing is based on the principal area of nursing activity, rather than the 
qualification of the nurse. An employed registered or enrolled nurse whose principal area of 
activity in their main nursing job is self-identified as mental health nursing is considered to 
be a mental health nurse. Nurses working principally with alcohol and other substance use 
are not included.  
Information on the mental health nursing workforce is derived from responses to the AIHW 
Nursing and Midwifery Labour Force Survey, with these responses weighted to available 
nursing registration data from each state and territory. As described in Appendix 1, this is a 
survey of all enrolled and registered nurses in Australia conducted by the state and territory 
departments of health, in conjunction with nursing registration boards and the AIHW. The 
survey collects information on the demographic characteristics of nurses, the hours they 
worked, their qualifications, their place of work and their main area of nursing activity in the 
week before the survey.  
In this section of the chapter, some comparisons are made between employed mental health 
nurses and all employed nurses. Detailed data on the total nursing labour force are available 
from Nursing and midwifery labour force 2005 (AIHW 2008b).  

Characteristics of the mental health nursing workforce 
Out of 244,360 nurses employed in Australia in 2005, an estimated 13,472 (5.5%) worked 
principally in the area of mental health nursing (Table 13.7). Of these, 22.8% reported that 
they had completed a post-registration or post-enrolment course in mental health lasting 
more than 6 months.  
Nurses working in mental health are more likely to work full time, are slightly older on 
average, and much more likely to be male than nurses in the general workforce 
(AIHW 2008b).  
The minimum educational requirement for a newly registered nurse is a 3-year degree or 
equivalent. Enrolled nurses, whose minimum educational requirement is a 1-year diploma 
or equivalent, usually work under the direction of registered nurses to provide basic care 
(AIHW 2008b). In 2005, 82.1% of nurses working principally in mental health and 81.2% of 
all employed nurses in Australia were registered nurses, with the remainder being enrolled 
nurses.  
There has been a 1.4% average annual increase in the average age of mental health nurses 
since 2001.The average age of employed mental health nurses in 2005 was 46.4 years, which 
is slightly older than the 45.1 years for all employed nurses (Table 13.7). Female nurses 
working in mental health nursing were younger, on average, than their male counterparts 
(45.8 years compared with 47.7 years).  
In general, nursing is a very female-dominated profession, with only 7.9% of all nurses 
employed in Australia in 2005 being male (AIHW 2008b). By contrast, male nurses made up 
over a third (31.3%) of employed mental health nurses in 2005 (Table 13.7).  
Mental health nurses worked an average of 37.2 total hours per week in 2005 (Table 13.8). 
The hours worked per week were, on average, lower for females than males (36.1 hours 
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compared with 39.5 hours) and higher for registered nurses than for enrolled nurses 
(37.5 hours compared with 35.8 hours).  

Table 13.7: Employed mental health nurses, demographic characteristics, 2001–2005 

  2001 2003(a) 2004(b) 2005 

Distribution 
2005 

(per cent) 

Average annual 
change 

2003−2005  
(per cent) 

Average annual 
change 

2001−2005 
(per cent) 

Registered nurses 11,353 10,315 10,134 11,066 82.1 3.6 −0.6 

Enrolled nurses 2,002 3,463 3,702 2,406 17.9 −16.6 4.7 

Sex        

Males 4,353 4,469 4,676 4,211 31.3 −2.9 −0.8 

Females 9,002 9,308 9,160 9,261 68.7 −0.3 0.7 

Sex and age (years)        

Males        

Less than 25  52 72 52 38 0.3 −27.4 −7.5 

25–34  611 533 557 407 3.0 −12.6 −9.7 

35–44  1,396 1,255 1,172 901 6.7 −15.3 −10.4 

45–54  1,738 1,875 2,035 1,917 14.2 1.1 2.5 

55–64  508 668 779 862 6.4 13.6 14.1 

65+ 48 67 81 86 0.6 13.3 15.7 

Females        

Less than 25  222 285 349 204 1.5 −15.4 −2.1 

25–34  1,539 1,483 1,445 1,215 9.0 −9.5 −5.7 

35–44  2,998 2,767 2,425 2,289 17.0 −9.0 −6.5 

45–54  3,139 3,402 3,465 3,852 28.6 6.4 5.3 

55–64 1,005 1,214 1,309 1,523 11.3 12.0 11.0 

65+ 100 157 166 177 1.3 6.2 15.3 

Average age (years)        

Males 44.9 45.6 46.2 47.7 . . 2.3 1.5 

Females 43.5 44.1 44.3 45.8 . . 1.9 1.3 

Total 43.9 44.6 44.9 46.4 . . 2.0 1.4 

Total number(c) 13,355 13,777 13,836 13,472 100.0 −1.1 0.2 

All employed nurses 228,230 236,645 243,916 244,360 . . 1.6 1.7 

(a)  The Nursing and Midwifery Labour Force Survey was conducted every two years from 1995 to 2003, which explains the missing data for 
2002. The survey has been conducted annually since 2003.  

(b)  2004 data have been revised since the publication of Mental health services in Australia 2004–05. 

(c)  The number for each variable may not sum to the total due to the estimation process and rounding. 

. . Not applicable. 

Source:  AIHW Nursing and Midwifery Labour Force Survey, 2003–2005. 
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Table 13.8: Employed mental health nurses, average total hours worked per week, by sex, 
2001−2005 

  2001 2003 2004 2005 

Average annual 
change 2003–2005 

(per cent) 

Average annual 
change 2001–2005 

(per cent) 

Registered nurses 34.9 37.0 37.3 37.5 0.7 1.8 

Enrolled nurses 34.0 36.0 35.9 35.8 –0.3 1.3 

Sex       

Males 37.2 39.1 39.2 39.5 0.5 1.5 

Females 33.6 35.6 35.8 36.1 0.7 1.8 

Total 34.7 36.7 36.9 37.2 0.7 1.8 

Source:  AIHW Nursing and Midwifery Labour Force Survey, 2001–2005. 

 

Size and distribution of the mental health nursing workforce 
As with psychiatrists, nurses working in mental health areas are not evenly distributed 
across the states and territories or the regions of Australia. Their distribution also does not 
mirror the distribution of all employed nurses in Australia (AIHW 2008b). In 2005, there 
were 65 FTE mental health nurses per 100,000 population in Australia, with Victoria 
reporting the highest rate of 73 FTE per 100,000 population (Table 13.9).  

Table 13.9: Employed mental health nurses, average total hours worked per week, and FTE and FTE 
per 100,000 population, states and territories, 2005 

  Mental health nurses   All nurses 

 Number 
Average total hours 

worked per week FTE 
FTE per 100,000 

population(a)  
FTE per 100,000 

population(a) 

NSW 4,315 37.8 4,293 64   975 

Vic(b) 3,869 36.4 3,706 73  1,144 

Qld 2,317 37.0 2,256 56  911 

WA(c) 1,037 36.5 996 49  950 

SA 1,153 36.8 1,116 72  1,279 

Tas 343 37.6 339 70  1,190 

ACT 221 37.1 215 65  1,126 

NT(d) n.p. n.p. n.p. n.p.  n.p. 

Total(d) 13,472 37.2 13,188 65   1,040 

(a)  Crude rate based on the Australian estimated resident population as at 30 June 2005.  

(b)  Estimates for Victoria for 2005 are derived from survey results of 2006 AIHW Nursing and Midwifery Labour Force Survey, weighted to 
2005 benchmarks. 

(c)  Estimates for Western Australia for 2005 should be treated with caution due to the low response rate (26.9%) in the 2005 survey. 

(d) Estimates for the Northern Territory are not separately published due to the very low response rate to the survey in that jurisdiction 
(13.7%). However, the total includes Northern Territory estimates. The number for each variable may not sum to the total due to the 
estimation process and rounding. 

n.p.     Not published. 

Note:  FTE based on 38-hour standard working week. Note FTE rates differ from those published in Nursing and midwifery labour force 2005 
(AIHW 2008b) due to revised population estimates. 

Source:  AIHW Nursing and Midwifery Labour Force Census 2005.  
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Information on the supply of mental health nurses by geographic region (derived from the 
location of the respondent’s main nursing job as reported in the survey) is provided in 
Table 13.10. The figures are underestimates for each individual region as nurses who did not 
provide information on the location of their main job could not be allocated to a region. The 
figure for total FTE per 100,000 population is calculated based on all employed nurses. 
For nurses who reported information on the location of their main job, the number of FTE 
mental health nurses per 100,000 population was highest in inner regional areas (69 FTE per 
100,000 population in 2005) and in major cities (64 FTE per 100,000). Remote and very remote 
regions had a lower rate of 32 FTE per 100,000 population in 2005. 

Table 13.10: Employed mental health nurses, average total hours worked per week, and FTE and 
FTE per 100,000 population, by region(a), 2005 

  Mental health nurses  All nurses 

Region(a) Number 
Average total hours 

worked per week FTE 
FTE per 100,000 

population(b)  
FTE per 100,000 

population(b) 

Major cities 8,818 37.1 8,609 64   989 

Inner regional 3,058 37.0 2,977 69  1,019 

Outer regional 865 38.2 870 42  1,049 

Remote and Very remote 143 43.3 163 32  1,026 

Not reported 588 34.8 538 . .  . . 

Total(c) 13,472 37.2 13,188 65   1,040 

 (a)  Region is derived from the postcode of the respondent’s main job and is classified according to the remoteness area structure within the 
Australian Standard Geographical Classification (ABS 2002a). This data should be treated with caution due to the relatively large number 
of ‘Not reported’ values for region, relative to the number in outer regional and remote and very remote regions.  

(b) Crude rate based on the Australian estimated resident population as at 30 June 2005.  

(c)  The number for each variable may not sum to the total due to the estimation process and rounding. 

. . Not applicable. 

Note:  FTE based on 38-hour standard working week. Note FTE rates differ from those published in Nursing and midwifery labour force 2005 
(AIHW 2008b) due to revised population estimates. 

Source:  AIHW Nursing and Midwifery Labour Force Census 2005. 

Changes in the mental health nursing workforce 
An overall 7.1% increase in the total number of employed nurses in Australia between 
2001 and 2005 was not reflected in the number working in mental health nursing, which 
increased by 0.9% over the same period (Table 13.7). While the total number of employed 
nurses increased by 0.2% between 2004 and 2005, the number of mental health nurses 
actually decreased by 2.6% which was largely due to the 35.0% drop in the number of 
enrolled mental health nurses. 
There was an increase of 7.2% in the average total weekly hours worked, from 34.7 to 37.2 
hours per week, which is likely to have contributed to the 8.1% increase in the number of 
FTE mental health nurses over the 5-year period (tables 13.8 and 13.11). The number of FTE 
mental health nurses per 100,000 population was similar in 2005 to that in 2001 (65 and 63, 
respectively).  
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Table 13.11: Employed mental health nurses, FTE and FTE per 100,000 population, 2001–2005 

  2001 2003 2004(a) 2005 
Average annual change 

2003−2005 (per cent) 
Average annual change 

2001−2005 (per cent) 

Registered nurses 10,427 10,043 9,947 10,920 4.3 1.2 

Enrolled nurses 1,791 3,281 3,497 2,267 –16.9 6.1 

Total FTE(b) 12,195 13,306 13,435 13,188 –0.4 2.0 

FTE per 100,000 
population(c) 63 67 67 65 –1.5 0.8 

(a)  2004 data have been revised since the publication of Mental health services in Australia 2004−05. 

(b)  The number for each variable may not sum to the total due to the estimation process and rounding. 

(c)  Crude rate based on the Australian estimated resident population as at 30 June.  

Note:  FTE based on 38-hour standard working week. Note FTE rates differ from those published in Nursing and midwifery labour force 2005 
(AIHW 2008b) due to revised population estimates. 

Source:  AIHW Nursing Labour Force survey, 2001; AIHW Nursing and Midwifery Labour Force Census, 2003–2005. 

 
There is considerable variability in the state and territory estimates of FTE mental health 
nurses and FTE per 100,000 population in the period from 2001 to 2005 (Table 13.12). As 
outlined in Appendix 1, at least part of this variation may be due to changes in the survey 
methodology and variations in response rates, and thus jurisdictional differences should be 
interpreted with caution. 
The demographic characteristics of the mental health nursing workforce are also changing 
over time. The proportion of males in this workforce decreased from 32.6% in 2001 to 
31.3% in 2005 (Table 13.7). The proportion of mental health nurses who were registered 
nurses (rather than enrolled nurses) declined slightly over the period, from 85.0% in 2001 to 
82.1% in 2005. 
As with the general nursing population, the mental health nursing workforce is ageing, with 
the average age increasing from 43.9 in 2001 to 46.4 years in 2005 (Table 13.7 and Figure 
13.1). The proportion of mental health nurses aged 55 years and over also increased, from 
12.4% in 2001 to 19.7% in 2005.  
As noted above, the average hours worked by nurses in mental health nursing increased in 
the period from 2001 to 2005 (Table 13.8). While this is the case for both males and females, 
the increase has been higher for females (7.4%) than for males (6.2%).  
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Table 13.12: Employed mental health nurses, FTE and FTE per 100,000 population, states and 
territories, 2001–2005 

  NSW Vic(b) Qld WA(c) SA Tas ACT NT(d) Total(d) 

 FTE 

2001 4,257 3,475 1,831 950 1,115 282 212 93 12,195 

2003 4,846 3,660 2,254 916 1,098 320 167 54 13,306 

2004(e) 4,336 3,955 2,369 1,175 1,072 295 166 77 13,435 

2005 4,293 3,706 2,256 996 1,116 339 215 n.p. 13,188 

Average annual change 2003–2005 (per cent) –5.9 0.6 0.0 4.3 0.8 2.9 13.5 . . –0.4 

Average annual change 2001–2005 (per cent) 0.2 1.6 5.4 1.2 0.0 4.7 0.4 . . 2.0 

 FTE per 100,000 population(a) 

2001 65 72 50 50 74 60 66 47 63 

2003 73 74 59 47 72 67 51 27 67 

2004(e) 65 79 61 59 70 61 51 38 67 

2005 64 73 56 49 72 70 65 n.p. 65 

Average annual change 2003–2005 (per cent) –6.4 –0.7 –2.6 2.1 0.0 2.2 12.9 . . –1.5 

Average annual change 2001–2005 (per cent) –0.4 0.3 2.9 –0.5 –0.7 3.9 –0.4 . . 0.8 

(a)  Crude rate based on the Australian estimated resident population as at 30 June. 

(b)  Estimates for Victoria for 2005 are derived from survey results of 2006 AIHW Nursing and Midwifery Labour Force Survey, weighted to 
2005 benchmarks. 

(c) Estimates for Western Australia for 2005 should be treated with caution due to the low response rate (26.9%) in the 2005 survey. 
Estimates for Western Australia for 2003 and 2004 should also be treated with caution as they are based on a response rate of 19.0% 
and 37.7%, respectively. 

(d) Estimates for the Northern Territory are not separately published for 2005 due to the very low response rate to the survey in that 
jurisdiction (13.7%). Estimates for the Northern Territory for 2003 and 2004 should be treated cautiously due to the low response rate 
(31.1% and 35.1%, respectively. Total includes Northern Territory estimates. The number for each variable may not sum to the total due 
to the estimation process and rounding. 

(e)  2004 data have been revised since the publication of Mental health services in Australia 2004−05. 

. . Not applicable. 

n.p.        Not published. 

Note:  FTE based on 38-hour standard working week. Note FTE rates differ from those published in Nursing and midwifery labour force 2005 
(AIHW 2008b) due to revised population estimates. 

Source:  AIHW Nursing Labour Force Survey, 2001; AIHW Nursing and Midwifery Labour Force Census, 2003–2005. 
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Source: AIHW Nursing and Midwifery Labour Force Survey, 2001 and 2005.  

Figure 13.1: Employed mental health nurses, by age, 2001 and 2005 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


