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Senior Charge Nurses 1 (SCNs) are the clinical and 
professional leaders for nursing staff delivering 
care. RCN Scotland believes that SCNs – and 
their equivalents in the community – have a vital 
role to play in the delivery of safe and effective 
care. The RCN has campaigned for SCNs to 
be non-caseload holding for over a decade.

The Case For Being  
Non-Caseload Holding
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SCNs and the Health and Care 
(Staffing) (Scotland) Bill

Scottish Government policy – as set out in 
Leading Better Care (2008)2 – is for SCNs to 
be non-caseload holding, however this has not 
been implemented fully or uniformly across 
Scotland. A freedom of information request 
to NHS boards revealed that, of the 911 whole-
time equivalent SCNs identified at September 
2017, only 115 were non-case load holding.

The Health and Care (Staffing) (Scotland) 
Bill3 will enshrine in law a duty to ensure that 
at all times suitably qualified and competent 
individuals are working in such numbers as 
are appropriate for the health, wellbeing and 
safety of patients and staff and the provision 
of safe and high quality health care and 
services. It will also set out welcome duties 
on health boards to proactively manage 
the frontline, day-to-day risks to patient 
care arising from staffing pressures.

The amendment passed at stage two at 
12IAD has the effect of making SCNs and 
their equivalents in the community non-
caseload holding. It is vital for patient safety 
and quality of care that this remains.

Senior Charges Nurses (SCNs) provide 
frontline clinical leadership to 41% of the NHS 
workforce providing 24/7 care4. They are 
central to the delivery of the duties set out 
in the Health and Care (Staffing) (Scotland) 
Bill. The legislation will not work in practice 
if SCNs do not have the time required to 

effectively fulfil their clinical leadership role.

SCNs as clinical experts  
and leaders of clinical care

The role of SCNs as clinical experts and  
leaders has long been recognised. Leading 
Better Care described SCNs as “the visible 
embodiment of clinical leadership” and 
“guardians of clinical standards and quality  
of care”. This review of the role of SCNs  
clearly stipulated that having a direct clinical 
caseload was not part of the SCN role in  
clinical coordination.

Breaking down barriers, driving up standards 
(RCN, 2009)5 noted the pressure on ward 
sisters (the equivalent of SCNs in England and 
Wales) from having their own caseload, which 
“made it impossible for them to appropriately 
lead, manage and supervise clinical practice”.

Two pilot projects carried out by NHS 
Lanarkshire in 2015 (Rankin et al, 2015)6 
increased the supervisory time of SCNs from 
7.5 hours to 22.5 hours per week. Workforce 
and workload pressures led to the majority of 
SCNs being unable to utilise all the supervisory 
time allocated to them. However, when they 
were able to use their increased supervisory 
hours, there were clear benefits, including: 
improved quality of patient care and safety; 
improved compliance with audits and clinical 
record keeping; positive patient and family 
experience; and development of the ward team.

Ward nurse managers should operate in a 
supervisory capacity and not be office-bound  
or expected to double up, except in emergencies  
as part of the nursing provision on the ward.

“
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SCNs as guardians of safe,  
high quality care

Recent public inquiries into systemic failures  
of care have highlighted the importance of  
the senior charge nurse role.

The Scottish Government’s response7 to 
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