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Introduction
Examining trends in the number of health professionals at the state level is important, but can mask 
issues of local and regional distribution. Understanding rural/urban differences can help policymakers, 
researchers, educators, employers and funders identify nuances of workforce supply and demand. A 
comprehensive understanding of state workforce needs enables stakeholders to develop more effective 
strategies, policies and funding by prioritizing areas where they are needed the most.

This brief shows how the number of licensed health professionals actively practicing within South  
Carolina changed statewide and in the state’s rural and urban counties between 2010-2020 (nurses 
and physician assistants) or 2009-2019 (all other professions). 

Key Findings
• The number of health professionals in rural counties decreased by 20%, faster than the rural 

population, which decreased by 9%.
• The overall number of health professionals grew statewide (26%) and in urban counties (36%), faster 

than the total population, which increased by 13% statewide and by 21% in urban counties.
• Four professions — respiratory care practitioners (-49), licensed practical nurses (-377), certified nurse 

midwives (CNMs, -7) and general surgeons (-1) — declined in number statewide.
• The supply of nurse practitioners (NPs, 195%), occupational therapy assistants (OTAs, 102%), and 

physician assistants (PAs, 97%) grew most rapidly. In terms of sheer numbers, registered nurses
(7,540), physicians (3,143) and NPs (2,978) increased the most.

• In rural counties, only NPs, OTAs, physical therapist assistants, clinical nurse specialists and PAs grew.
• In urban counties, CNMs were the only profession to decrease in size.

Figure 1. Percent Change in Total Population and Selected Licensed Health Professionals, 
South Carolina, 2009/10 - 2019/20
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South Carolina - 20%- 9%

Rural Counties 36%21%

Urban Counties

Licensed Health Professionals
Total Population

Notes: This information includes licensed health professionals tracked by the South Carolina Office for Healthcare Workforce that have an active license to practice and a 
primary practice location in a nonfederal setting in South Carolina. Rural counties are defined as counties in which 50% or more of the population lives outside of an urban 
area or urban cluster. Sources: SC Office for Healthcare Workforce, derived from data collected by the SC Department of Labor, Licensing and Regulation and obtained from 
the SC Revenue and Fiscal Affairs Office; DHEC SCAN, https://apps.dhec.sc.gov/Health/SCAN_BDP/tables/populationtable.aspx; US Census Bureau, Geography Division, 
data revised on March 26, 2012, https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/geography/guidance/geo-areas/urban-rural/2010-urban-rural.html.
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Figure 2. Overall Percent Change in the Number of Licensed Health Professionals Statewide, 
South Carolina, 2009/10 - 2019/20*
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Notes: This information includes health professionals with an active license to practice and a primary practice location in a nonfederal setting 
in South Carolina as of two months after the end of each profession's license renewal period. Physician counts include residents-in-training. 
*The figures in this chart are based on the difference in counts from 2010 to 2020 for nurses and physician assistants, and from 2009 to 2019  
for other professions and total population. 
Sources: SC Office for Healthcare Workforce, derived from data collected by the SC Department of Labor, Licensing and Regulation and 
obtained from the SC Revenue and Fiscal Affairs Office. Created 6/30/2022. 
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Notes: This information includes health professionals with an active license to practice and a primary practice location in a nonfederal setting in South Carolina as of two 
months after the end of each profession’s license renewal period. Physician counts include residents-in-training. *The figures in this chart are based on the difference in 
counts from 2010 to 2020 for nurses and physician assistants, and from 2009 to 2019 for  other professions and total population. 

Sources: SC Office for Healthcare Workforce, derived from data collected by the SC Department of Labor, Licensing and Regulation and obtained from the SC Revenue and 
Fiscal Affairs Office; DHEC SCAN, https://apps.dhec.sc.gov/Health/SCAN_BDP/tables/populationtable.aspx. Created 6/30/2022. 
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Figure 3. Percent Change in the Number of Licensed Health Professionals, 
Rural and Urban Counties, South Carolina, 2009/10 - 2019/20*

Certified Nurse Midwives

Licensed Practical Nurses

Respiratory Care Practitioners

Physicians - General Surgery

Physicians - Ob/Gyn

Clinical Nurse Specialists

Physicians - Family Medicine

Pharmacists

Pharmacy Technicians

Registered Nurses

Dentists

Dental Hygienists

Physicians - General Psychiatry

Physicians - Pediatrics

Optometrists

Certified Registered Nurse Anesthetists

Physicians - Total

Physicians - Internal Medicine

Physicians - All Other Specialties

Occupational Therapists

Physical Therapists

Physical Therapist Assistants

Physician Assistants

Occupational Therapy Assistants

Nurse Practitioners

Notes: This information includes health professionals with an active license to practice and a primary practice location in a nonfederal setting 
in South Carolina as of two months after the end of each profession's license renewal period. Physician counts include residents-in-training. 
*The figures in this chart are based on the difference in counts from 2010 to 2020 for nurses, and from 2009 to 2019 (2020 for PAs) for other 
professions. Rural counties are defined as counties in which 50% or more of the population lives outside of an urban area or urban cluster.  
Sources: SC Office for Healthcare Workforce, derived from data collected by the SC Department of Labor, Licensing and Regulation and 
obtained from the SC Revenue and Fiscal Affairs Office; US Census Bureau, Geography Division, data revised on March 26, 2012, 
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/geography/guidance/geo-areas/urban-rural/2010-urban-rural.html. Created 6/30/2022. 
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Notes: This information includes health professionals with an active license to practice and a primary practice location in a nonfederal setting in South Carolina as of two 
months after the end of each profession’s license renewal period. Physician counts include residents-in-training. *The figures in this chart are based on the difference in 
counts from 2010 to 2020 for nurses and physician assistants, and from 2009 to 2019 for other professions and total population. Rural counties are defined as counties in 
which 50% or more of the population lives outside of an urban area or urban cluster.  

Sources: SC Office for Healthcare Workforce, derived from data collected by the SC Department of Labor, Licensing and Regulation and obtained from the SC Revenue and 
Fiscal Affairs Office; DHEC SCAN, https://apps.dhec.sc.gov/Health/SCAN_BDP/tables/populationtable.aspx; US Census Bureau, Geography Division, data revised on March 
26, 2012,  https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/geography/guidance/geo-areas/urban-rural/2010-urban-rural.html. Created 6/30/2022. 
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Data and Limitations
Data Sources
Licensure data were obtained from the South Carolina Revenue and Fiscal Affairs Office (RFA), the 
official repository of data collected by the state’s licensing boards under the South Carolina Department 
of Labor, Licensing and Regulation (LLR). 

Population data for 2009 and 2019 are from DHEC SCAN, https://apps.dhec.sc.gov/Health/SCAN_BDP/
tables/populationtable.aspx. 

Rural counties are defined as counties in which 50% or more of the population lived outside of an urban 
area or urban cluster in the 2010 Census. Source: US Census Bureau, Geography Division, revised 
March 26, 2012,  https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/geography/guidance/geo-areas/urban-
rural/2010-urban-rural.html. 

Data Notes 
It is important to consider the relative size of an occupation when measuring percent change. For 
example, RNs and pharmacists grew at the same rate of 21% statewide, but the number of RNs 
increased by 7,560 and the number of pharmacists increased by 844.

The information in this analysis includes health professionals with an active license to practice and a  
self-reported primary practice location in a nonfederal setting in South Carolina as of two months after  
the end of each profession’s license renewal period. The effective years for nurses and physician 
assistants are 2010 and 2020, and 2009 and 2019 for all other professions. Physician counts include 
physicians who have completed residency or are still in residency training, and are based on self-
reported primary specialty. Nurses employed in federal settings are included in 2020 due to changes in 
how the South Carolina Board of Nursing collected that information in 2020. 

Limitations
The data presented here provide a snapshot in time and are only current as of the date of renewal. 

Most of the data reported for 2019 and 2020 were collected prior to COVID-19. The 2020 nurse 
licensure renewal period was extended through September 2020; however, the majority of nurses 
renewed their license by the end of April 2020. Because of the ways the pandemic has disrupted health 
care and health employment patterns, caution should be used in interpreting the data in this report for 
current workforce needs.

South Carolina participates in the enhanced Nurse Licensure Compact (eNLC, or “Compact”), which 
allows RNs with a multi-state license to practice in another Compact state without obtaining additional 
licenses or registrations. Since they are not required to register with the South Carolina Board of 
Nursing, Compact nurses licensed in a home state outside of South Carolina are not captured in the 
licensure data.

The South Carolina Office for Healthcare Workforce started tracking social workers in 2017 and 
psychologists in 2020. As older data are not available for comparison, these professions are excluded 
from this analysis.
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