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+ There is a gap 
between skills 
taught in 
postsecondary and 
the skills required 
for workplace 
success.

+ Starting a new role 
can be challenging, 
especially for 
nurses.

+ Transition 
programs can help 
stop leaks in the 
pipeline.

+ Retention is vital for 
a strong health care 
sector.

+ Incentives can be 
helpful in retaining 
quality nurses. 

+ But incentives are 
not the only thing 
that matters.
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+ List of regional 
postsecondary 
education health 
care programs
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+ Health care firms 
employ over 40,000 
individuals in 
Southwest Georgia.

+ The majority of health 
care job openings in 
the region are for 
nurses.

+ Health care 
occupation projections 
for state and region 
are similar.

+ Over the past decade, 
the number of 
nursing-related 
graduates in 
Southwest Georgia 
has remained stable.
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Data
Education and Employment

+ Health care firms employ over 40,000 individuals in Southwest 

Georgia

+ The majority of health care job openings in the region are for 

nurses

+ Health care occupation projections for the state and region are 

similar

+ Over the past decade, the number of nursing-related graduates in 

Southwest Georgia has remained stable
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+HEALTH CARE FIRMS EMPLOY OVER 40,000 INDIVIDUALS IN 
SOUTHWEST GEORGIA

Note: These are the best estimates for the number of health care employees in each county. They are based on administrative data such as unemployment 

insurance records and surveys data collected by the US Census Bureau. Data quality may vary due to federal privacy regulations and data disclosure standards.

County Jobs County Jobs County Jobs

Lowndes 10,076 Seminole 470 Irwin 229

Dougherty 8,375 Lee 462 Terrell 173

Thomas 3,892 Early 429 Turner 157

Coffee 2,255 Grady 429 Calhoun 102

Tift 1,761 Randolph 410 Atkinson 102

Sumter 1,650 Worth 407 Clay 101

Colquitt 1,399 Bacon 402 Wilcox 81

Crisp 1,304 Berrien 399 Dooly 81

Pulaski 853 Stewart 379 Baker 26

Miller 792 Brooks 332 Echols 2

Decatur 745 Clinch 322 Quitman 1

Mitchell 570 Cook 320 Webster 0

Ben Hill 478 Lanier 289

Sources: EMSI, Inc.; Bureau of Labor Statistics

Health Care Employment as a Percentage of Total 

Employment, 2019

Health Care Employment by County, 2019
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+THE MAJORITY OF HEALTH CARE JOB OPENINGS IN THE REGION 
ARE FOR NURSES

Health care employers in Southwest Georgia reported 780 open positions in late 2019 and 

early 2020. Over 60% of vacant positions were for registered nurses (ASN/BSN).

Nursing Occupation
Current 
Staffing

Current 
Openings

Job Vacancy 
Rate

2025 Projected 
Staffing

2020-2025 % 
Change

Certified Nursing Assistant 889 126 12% 1,089 22%

Licensed Practical Nurse 945 131 12% 1,180 25%

Registered Nurse, ASN 2,504 387 13% 2,987 19%

Registered Nurse, BSN 936 118 11% 1,152 23%

Nurse Practitioner 287 18 6% 361 26%

Total All Occupations 5,561 780 12% 6,769 22%

Source: SOWEGA AHEC Survey of Major Health Care Employers

Note: Data collected November 2019-February 2020. COVID-19 has impacted staffing needs and the availability of health 

care employees. 

Note: Health care employers reported having an additional 312 positions filled through travel/contract staffing arrangements. Over 

80% of these travel/contract positions were for registered nurses (ASN or BSN). 
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+ HEALTH CARE OCCUPATION PROJECTIONS FOR THE STATE AND 
REGION ARE SIMILAR

State of Georgia

Occupations

2016 Base 
Employment

2026 
Projected 

Employment 
Annual Labor 

Force Exits

Annual  
Occupational 

Transfers

Annual 
Change in 

Employment

Annual 
Occupational 

Openings 

Registered Nurses 73,840 87,350 2,310 1,750 1,350 5,410

Nurse Practitioners 4,290 5,940 100 150 170 420

Licensed Practical and Licensed 
Vocational Nurses

26,370 29,340 980 970 300 2,250

Nursing Assistants 36,780 42,600 2,410 2,010 580 5,000

Occupations

2016 Base 
Employment

2026 
Projected 

Employment 
Annual Labor 

Force Exits

Annual  
Occupational 

Transfers

Annual 
Change in 

Employment

Annual 
Occupational 

Openings 

Registered Nurses 5,190 5,960 160 130 70 360

Nurse Practitioners 380 520 10 10 10 30

Licensed Practical and Licensed 
Vocational Nurses

3,250 3,580 120 120 30 270

Nursing Assistants 2,960 3,330 190 160 30 380

SOWEGA AHEC Georgia Region 

The South Georgia region includes Local Workforce Development Areas 17 (Southwest GA) and 18 (Southern GA).

Source: Georgia Department of Labor
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+OVER THE PAST DECADE, THE NUMBER OF NURSING-RELATED 
GRADUATES IN SOUTHWEST GEORGIA HAS REMAINED STABLE

Southwest Georgia has averaged 1,274 total ASN, BSN, CNA, and LPN degrees awarded over 

the past decade. The trends differ at the degree level.

Source: EMSI, Inc; US Department of Education IPEDS
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ASN Degree Production Has Been 

Declining Since 2012-2017.

BSN Degree Production Has 

Increased over the Past Decade.

CNA Degree Production Has Varied 

but Has Stabilized in Recent Years.

The Number of LPN Graduates Has 

Declined over the Past Decade.

Source: EMSI, Inc.; US Department of Education IPEDS
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Preparation

+ Nursing programs are being pulled in a variety of directions

+ Recruiting and retaining qualified students is a challenge for 

some health care programs 

+ The nursing student experience is complicated  02
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+ NURSING PROGRAMS ARE BEING PULLED 
IN A VARIETY OF DIRECTIONS

Institution

Every program is part of a larger 

institution that has admissions 

requirements and program 

expectations. Sometimes these are at 

odds with what is best for the nursing 

program. 

Resource limitations (e.g., staffing, 

budget, technology) impact health 

care training program delivery. A 

commonly cited issue was that 

nursing faculty pay was not 

competitive compared to the private 

sector.

Nursing programs in Southwest Georgia have many stakeholders; many of which have 

competing interests. This makes it hard to design a quality program that fulfills all needs.

Students

While some nursing students are fresh 

out of high school, it is common to 

have nontraditional students in 

nursing. These students may come to 

the program with different skills or 

need additional supports. Regardless 

of their situation, students would like 

to see additional clinical opportunities.

Instructors

Instructors are required to teach a very 

full curriculum. Nurse instructors noted 

that there is too much to cover when 

you consider the knowledge needed to 

pass the NCLEX as well as the  need to 

acquire clinical skills, and other soft 

skills. This has resulted in an emphasis 

on passing the NCLEX rather than 

teaching  practical skills.



11

+RECRUITING AND RETAINING QUALIFIED STUDENTS IS A 
CHALLENGE FOR SOME HEALTH CARE PROGRAMS
One barrier to growing the health care workforce in Southwest Georgia is that students are not 

prepared to enter health care programs or are dropping out before graduation.

Illustrative feedback 

from health care 

education leaders

“We really don't have an 

issue with getting students 

⎯ keeping them in the 

program is one of the 

biggest issues.”

"Increasingly, students are 

not able to meet the 

minimum admissions 

requirements.”

Recruitment

Most postsecondary 

education institutions and 

half of major area health 

care employers reported 

having programs and 

outreach activities to build 

the health care talent 

pipeline.

Most Southwest Georgia 

postsecondary institutions 

do not grant admission 

priority to students from 

the region.

Retention

Many health care students 

face barriers and 

distractions from outside 

the classroom that impact 

retention. Commonly cited 

barriers included paying 

for school, employment 

while in school, child care, 

and transportation.

Postsecondary institutions 

take an active role in 

supporting student 

retention through tutoring, 

support programs, 

scholarships, and other 

resources.

Readiness

Many students do not meet 

the minimum admissions 

requirements for programs.

Some students are not 

prepared for the rigor of 

nursing courses, especially 

math courses.

Secondary education is not 

fully preparing students for 

success in health care 

programs. Students are 

highly proficient with 

technology, but many 

struggle with research, 

critical thinking, and 

reading for information.
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+ THE NURSING STUDENT EXPERIENCE IS COMPLICATED 

The student perspective is pivotal to understanding the larger nursing workforce ecosystem. The following themes 

were developed from a listening session with nursing students from a variety of Southwest Georgia institutions. 

Financial support is important. Many students rely on outside funding, including WIOA, tuition reimbursement, 

scholarships, extern programs, and more. While traditional education programs are Monday through Friday, 

8 am−4 pm, it could be very beneficial for students to have night or weekend clinical shifts to understand the 

expectations of the field. 

While many nursing students feel that their program is adequately preparing them to be a 

high-quality nurse, there is more to consider. 

Clinical requirements and terminology differ greatly from institution to institution, 

even within the same program. Not only do the requirements differ between 

institutions, but the training experience can differ a lot based on the RN assigned to 

the group during rotations or the preceptor. It can be hard to get enough experience 

in the classroom even with a lower student to instructor ratio.

Finally, a glossary of terms (e.g., extern program, residency, etc.) maybe helpful in 

ensuring that students from different programs and the variety of employers are all 

on the same page. 


