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Everything that Sue Belt learned from years of experience in the mental health field told her not 

to open the door. Her boss had sent her alone to check on an aggressive patient in the female maximum 

security ward of Fulton State Hospital. She hesitantly turned the knob and entered the room. Moments 

later, she was crammed between a wall and a bed.  

Mental health nurses deal with dangerous incidences every day. Turnover and vacancy rates in 

the behavioral health nurse profession are extremely high across Missouri and the U.S. The problem of 

understaffing leads to a disproportionate amount of workers’ compensation claims that are filed in 

psychiatric hospitals. However, hospitals, such as Fulton State Hospital, and state and federal legislation, 

are doing very little to help these nurses.  

Belt, who worked as a forensic rehab specialist at the only maximum security mental health 

hospital in Missouri, was not the only nurse to receive workers’ compensation. As nursing turnover rates 

rose throughout the years, nursing jobs at Fulton State Hospital became increasingly dangerous.    

“I don’t feel safe down here,” Belt said. “I was way to the front of the building and it took them 

forever to get down there and help me.”  

Incidents of patient-worker attacks occur on a daily basis at Fulton State Hospital. From 2014 to 

2016, the hospital had 1,296 workers’ compensation claims, making it the largest number of complaints 

filed for a mental health institution in Missouri. 

“As far as the challenges with psychiatric nursing, there's a lot of unpredictability as far as the 

patients go, so nurses don't know what to expect from one minute to the next,” Laura Outlaw, president of 

the Missouri Psychiatric Nurses Association, said.  

The number of workers’ compensations claims can be attributed to the high nurse vacancy rates 

at Fulton State Hospital. The nurse vacancy rate, or the amount of open nursing positions available, at 

Fulton State Hospital is approximately 40 percent in 2016. The vacancy rate of all nursing positions 

statewide is approximately 9.2 percent in 2016, according to the Department of Mental Health.  



“We do have some turnover, it’s true, but…it is a dangerous place to work,” Andy Atkinson, 

chief operating officer at Fulton State Hospital, said. “We do a lot to kind of mitigate that… but it's not 

for everyone. Psychiatric mental health nursing is a difficult profession. If you look statewide, it’s 

probably higher than any other nursing discipline for mental health.”  

This problem isn’t confined to Fulton State Hospital. The statewide totals of nurse turnover rates, 

or how many nurses leave each year, have increased substantially. In 2004, the nurse turnover rate was 

14.9 percent, according to a study done by the Missouri Hospital Association. Today, the annual rate is 

17.9 percent. The increased turnover rate has left a high number of nurse vacancies. Nurse vacancies have 

risen from 8.7 percent in 2002 to 9.2 in 2016.  

According to this same study, behavioral health nurses have the worse turnover and vacancy rates 

because behavioral health providers are aging out of the workforce, or transitioning into outpatient 

settings. Behavioral health nurse turnover rates were 29.2 percent in January 2016, the second highest 

turnover rate for any profession in Missouri. The vacancy rate during this time period was the highest rate 

among professions at 12 percent.  

“Most nurses have experienced it at some point in their career where the hospital is unable to get 

nurses to fill the positions,” Outlaw said. “Or nurses call in sick or you get more admissions, and there's 

not enough nurses to take care of the admissions.” 

Belt’s experience at Fulton State Hospital is only a small portion of the high turnover rates and 

understaffing all over the country. These rates are putting more pressure on mental health staff, which is 

adversely affecting patients. 

 According to the American Nurses Association, Missouri hasn’t enacted any workplace 

protection or penalties for assault against healthcare workers and nurses. There is also no federal 

legislation that addresses this problem, but many states have adopted their own protections.  

California is the first state in the nation to establish registered nurse-to-patient ratios. The ratios 

were designed to lessen the maximum number of patients that may be assigned to a RN during one shift. 



 “Here in California, we successfully passed workplace violence legislation which promulgated 

regulation,” Bonnie Castillo, RN, director of health and safety at National Nurses United, said. “We 

believe that these are going to be the strongest workplace violence regulations in the nation and will be a 

model not only for other states, but a model at the federal level as well.”   

Castillo said if nurses are not safe, patients are not safe. This danger is increased for both parties 

when hospitals have to deal with understaffing problems.  

 “When you’re that short-staffed, you cannot provide the highest quality care that the patients 

require,” Castillo said.  

 Belt said it is difficult to provide beneficial patient care without enough staff. She continues to 

feel the repercussions of the violence spurred by nurse understaffing beyond her physical injuries. Belt 

hopes, for current nurses’ sake, Fulton State Hospital will make some major changes in the future.  

“There still are lots of injuries that happen over there daily,” Belt said. “I’ve been gone three 

years, and I don’t miss it. I miss some of the people that I worked with, but I can never say I missed the 

hospital.” 

 
	


