
Role of Professional Organizations in
Advocating for the Nursing Profession

Abstract

 

Jennifer H. Matthews, PhD, RN, A-CNS, CNE, FAAN

Professional organizations and associations in nursing are critical for generating the energy, flow of

ideas, and proactive work needed to maintain a healthy profession that advocates for the needs of

its clients and nurses, and the trust of society. In this article the author discusses the characteristics

of a profession, reviews the history of professional nursing organizations, and describes the

advocacy activities of professional nursing organizations. Throughout, she explains how the three

foundational documents of the nursing profession emphasize nursing advocacy by the professional

organizations as outlined in the American Nurses Association Code of Ethics for Nurses With

Interpretive Statements. The author concludes by encouraging all nurses to engage in their

professional organizations and associations, noting how these organizations contribute to the

accountability and voice of the profession to society.
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Early on, certain individuals within each society began providing care and nourishment for those who were unable

to care for themselves. As these individuals became ‘care experts,' they began to share with others the practices

that worked for them and to train others as apprentices who would someday carry on their work. The evolution of

modern nursing from a vocation, to the discipline and profession of nursing, began in the late 1800s as Florence

Nightingale articulated her views about how nurses should be trained and educated and how patient care should

be provided (Hegge, 2011).

The first training school for nurses in the United States (US) opened in 1873. Twenty years later nursing school

administrators felt the time had come to network and share their best practices related to teaching the newly

formed discipline of nursing. These nursing administrators formed the American Society of Superintendents of

Training Schools for Nurses to establish and maintain a universal standard for training nurses; this society later

became the National League for Nursing (NLN) (See Table 1). By 1896, graduate nurses were beginning to seek

consistency, specifically in regard to standards in nursing education and competency in nursing practice. Nursing

school alumni came together and formed a national organization designed to elevate the standards of nursing

education, establish a code of ethics, and promote the interests of nursing. This organization, originally known as

the Associated Alumnae of Trained Nurses of the United States and Canada, was renamed the American Nurses

Association (ANA) in 1911 (ANA, 2009). Thus, the formal foundations were laid for the profession of nursing, and

for the interests of professional nurses and all of society.

The purpose of this article is to describe the role of professional nursing organizations in advocating for the nursing

profession and for nurses. I will discuss the characteristics of a profession, review the history of professional

nursing organizations, and describe the advocacy activities of professional nursing organizations. Throughout, I

will explain how the three foundational documents of the nursing profession emphasize nursing advocacy by the

professional organizations as outlined in the Code of Ethics for Nurses With Interpretive Statements (ANA, 2001).

Finally, I'll conclude by encouraging all nurses to engage in their professional organizations and associations,

explaining how these organizations contribute to the accountability and voice of the profession to society.

Table 1. Time Line of Developments for the Nursing Profession
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Organization or Event Year

The Bellevue Hospital School of Nursing, New York City, founded on the principles of nursing as

developed by Florence Nightingale

1873

American Society of Superintendents of Training Schools for Nurses founded; this group evolved by

1952 to become the National League for Nursing

1893

Formation of the Associated Alumnae of Trained Nurses of the United States and Canada. This

association became the American Nurses Association in 1911

1896

International Council of Nurses founded as the first international nursing organization 1899

Publication of ANA's première journal, the American Journal of Nursing 1900

Four states created Boards of Nursing and state licensure exams 1903

The National Association of Colored Graduate Nurses established 1908

The University of Minnesota became the first university- based nursing program 1909

Publication of the Goldmark Report addressing the quality of nursing education 1923

New York State became the first state to require RN licensure to practice 1938

A “Tentative Code” published in the American Journal of Nursing but not adopted 1940

Code for Professional Nurses unanimously accepted by ANA House of Delegates 1950

Nursing Research published its premiere issue 1952

ANA House of Delegates and Board of Directors stated that the minimum preparation for beginning

professional nursing practice at the present time should be a baccalaureate degree in nursing

1965

ANA developed and published the first Standards of Nursing Practice 1973

ANA developed and published the first Nursing: A Social Policy Statement 1980

ANA developed and published the first Scope of Nursing Practice 1987

ANA-American Nurses Credentialing Center (ANCC) launched the Magnet Recognition Program for

Nursing Excellence; re-launched the program in 1997

1993

ANA developed and published Scope and Standards of Advanced Practice Registered Nursing 1996

ANA opened its National Database for Nursing Quality Indicators (NDNQI) to national participation 1996

Code of Ethics for Nurses with Interpretive Statements accepted by ANA House of Delegates 2001

ANA published Nursing: Scope and Standards of Practice addressing the continuum of nursing practice 2004

Advanced Practice Registered Nurse (APRN) Consensus Model published by APRN Consensus Work

Group and APRN Joint Dialogue Model

2008

ANA expands Nursing: Scope and Standards of Practice to include competencies and position on role

competency

2010
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Characteristics of a Profession

As nursing has developed

over time it has evolved to

professional status.

History of Professional Nursing Organizations

There are over a hundred

national nursing associations

and many other

international organizations.

Events, such as war,

politics, regulation,

Beginning in the 1920s, as the new field of sociology

began to study societies, disciplines, and

organizations, the characteristics of, and criteria for

establishing ‘what is a profession' were explored. The

heyday of scholarly discourse on identifying the criteria for a ‘profession' occurred between the 1950s and 1980s

(Brante, 1988; Bucher & Strauss, 1961; Cogan, 1955; Donaldson & Crowley, 1978; MacIver, 1955; Merton, 1958;

& Page, 1975). Beginning in the early 1950s leaders in nursing worked to establish nursing as a profession as well

as a discipline and sought direction to support their efforts. Dr. Merton, Professor of Sociology at Columbia

University, was engaged as a consultant to ANA to assist the organization to better understand the requirements

of a profession (Merton, 1958). In 1958 Merton defined a professional association as “an organization of

practitioners who judge one another as professionally competent and who have banded together to perform social

functions which they cannot perform in their separate capacity as individuals” (p. 50). Since that time the

following characteristics have come to characterize a profession (Bucher & Strauss, 1961; Cogan, 1955; Hillman,

2005; Merton, 1958):

a basis in systematic theory - a distinct way of viewing phenomena surrounding the knowledge base of the

profession
specialized competencies and practitioners who are effective in practicing the professional role

dedication to raise the standards of the profession's education and practice

availability of professional education as a life-long process and mechanisms to advance the education of

professionals established by the profession
the presence within the profession of individuals with varied identities and values forming groupings and

coalitions that coalesce into unified segments – known as specialties with specific missions

authority recognized by society and the clientele of the profession

approval of the authority sanctioned by a broader community or society
a code of ethics to regulate the relationships between professionals and clients

self-regulation that protects practitioners and supports disciplinary criteria and actions to censure, suspend, or

remove code violators

a professional culture sustained by formal professional associations, such that the membership may develop a

biased perspective through their profession's lenses.

As nursing has developed over time it has evolved to professional status.

Beginning in the 1950s and guided by Merton's directives, nurses

throughout the nation have worked with ANA membership and staff to

formulate three documents that are foundational elements of a profession.

In nursing these three foundational documents are known as the Code of

Ethics for Nurses with Interpretative Statements (2001), the Social Policy

Statement: Essence of the Profession (2010a), and Nursing: Scope and

Standards of Practice (2010b). These critical elements/statements

continue to distinguish and support nursing as a profession, and to

delineate its unique perspective, essence, and core processes.

Human beings have a tendency to congregate, talk among themselves,

and advocate for their causes. This has certainly occurred in nursing as

evidenced by the breadth and depth of the various nursing groups that

seek to enhance the work of nurses generally and in their specialty areas.

There are over a hundred national nursing associations and many other

international organizations. The website, Nursing Organization Links (NOL,

2011), maintains a web-based list of organizations, yet acknowledges this

list is not complete. Of the national and international organizations

reviewed for this article, all but two are specialty-focused. Examples of

these organizations include:

setting-specific nursing (ambulatory, perioperative, long-term care)

system-specific disorders or conditions (heart failure, nephrology, HIV-AIDS)
age periods along the continuum of life (neonate, pediatric, adult, geriatric)

ethnic- and cultural-specific (Hispanic, Black, Filipino, Male)

graduate level and advanced practice nurse specialties (Clinical Nurse Specialists, Nurse Practitioner, Certified

Nurse Midwives, Certified Registered Nurse Anesthetists, Nurse Executives and Administrators, Nurse Attorneys,

Nurse Educators)
educational-level-specific (undergraduate [NLN, American Association of Colleges of Nursing, (AACN)]; graduate

and professional staff development [NLN, AACN, National Nursing Staff Development Organization]).

One might ask what occurred to bring the nursing profession from two

fledgling nursing organizations (NLN and ANA) to this marked diversity of

organizations. The answer lies in societal changes and increased demands

on the nursing profession. Events, such as war, politics, regulation,

legislation, and improved educational practices and settings, heavily

influenced the direction of nursing and its practice. Regulation via licensure
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legislation, and improved

educational practices and

settings, heavily influenced

the direction of nursing and

its practice.

Advocacy Activities of Professional Nursing Organizations

...the Code of Ethics is the

ethical standard for all

was an early major milestone in ensuring public safety and quality of care.

In the face of war, nurses in the military developed specialty skills in

trauma care and brought these critical care skills to many settings. Parallel

with the development of specialization in the 1960s and 1970s, increases

in practice-specific organizations developed. In the late 1970s ANA set in

motion an era of change as it began discussions to restructure its

constituency model. This moved the organization from the individual

member model, in which specialty practice support was administered by

‘sections and councils,' to the federation model, in which state nurses

associations held the membership in ANA. As ‘practice' sections were eliminated, nurses assembled new

organizations according to specialty interests. This change coincided with ANA's support of nurse participation in

unions resulting from the passage of the National Labor Relations Act of 1974 (personal communication June, 16,

2011, Corinne Dorsey, Committee on History, Virginia Nurses Association; ANA, 2009).

Each of more than one hundred organizations speaks for nurses and nursing, based on their mission and vision

statements that are specific to their specialty interests, goals, and purposes. One national organization, the

American Nurses Association (ANA), and one international organization, the International Council of Nurses (ICN)

speak to the needs of, and advocate for all nurses and the nursing profession independent of specialty areas. Table

2 presents the purpose statements of these organizations.

Table 2. Organizations Providing Services to All Nurses

Organization Statement

American Nurses Association

(ANA); based in Silver

Spring, Maryland

www.nursingworld.org/

ANA is the only full-service professional organization representing the interests

of the nation's 3.1 million registered nurses through its constituent member

nurses associations and its organizational affiliates. The ANA advances the

nursing profession by fostering high standards of nursing practice, promoting

the rights of nurses in the workplace, projecting a positive and realistic view of

nursing, and lobbying the congress and regulatory agencies on healthcare

issues affecting nurses and the public. Its mission: Nurses advancing our

profession to improve health for all (ANA, 2011a)

International Council of

Nurses (ICN); based in

Geneva, Switzerland

www.icn.ch/

ICN is a federation of more than 130 national nurses associations; ANA is the

U.S. representative, along with other nursing associations, representing the

more than 13 million nurses worldwide. Founded in 1899, ICN is the first and

most wide-reaching international organization for health professionals.

Operated by nurses and leading nurses internationally, ICN works to ensure

quality nursing care for all, sound health policies globally, the advancement of

nursing knowledge, and the presence worldwide of a respected nursing

profession and a competent and satisfied nursing workforce. Its mission is to

represent nursing world-wide, advancing the profession, and influencing

health policy (ICN, 2011).

Advocacy is the cornerstone of nursing – nurses advocate for patients, causes, and the profession. Our advocacy,

motivated by moral and ethical principles, seeks to influence policies by pleading or arguing within political,

economic, and social systems, and also institutions, for an idea or cause that can lead to decisions in resource

allocation that promote nurses, nursing, and all of healthcare. In this section I will explain how the Nursing Code

of Ethics strengthens nursing's position as an advocate and describe how professional associations advocate for

the nursing profession, nurses, and healthcare for the citizens of the US.

Advocacy Support from the Code of Ethics

Advocacy by the profession of nursing developed within the US as visionaries, leaders, and nurses from across the

nation formulated the first (and subsequent) revisions of the Code of Ethics for Nurses with Interpretive

Statements, often referred to as the Code of Ethics, (ANA, 2001; also see Table 1 Timeline). The concluding

statement of the Code of Ethics preface states:

 The Code of Ethics for Nurses with Interpretive Statements provides a

framework for nurses to use in ethical analysis and decision-making. The

Code of Ethics establishes the ethical standard for the profession. It is not

negotiable in any setting nor is it subject to revision or amendment except

by formal process of the House of Delegates of the ANA.

Role of Professional Organizations in Advocating for the Nursing Profession http://nursingworld.org/MainMenuCategories/ANAMarketplace/ANAPe...

4 of 10 6/27/2013 10:53 PM



members of the

profession. No one outside

of nursing can alter it.

Hence the Code of Ethics is the ethical standard for all members of the profession. No one outside of nursing can

alter it. It is only through the formal processes, provided in the bylaws of the House of Delegates of the ANA, that

revisions and amendments can be made and adopted.

The nine provisions of the Code of Ethics for Nurses are listed in Table 3. I have added the ‘(advocacy)' notation

because the focus of this article is on nursing advocacy. The Code and subsequent publications (for detailed

reading and explanations see ANA, 2001; Fowler, 2008; Monsen, 2009; Pinch & Haddad, 2008) guide the

profession in applying the Code of Ethics to nursing. In the Code of Ethics for Nurses, the concept of advocacy for

the individual nurse is openly named in Provision Three (See Table 3). Advocacy by the nurse is an implied theme

in most of the provisions and highlighted in Provisions 6, 7, and 8.

Table 3. Provisions of the Code of Ethics for Nurses, 2001

Provision Statement

Provision 1 The nurse, in all professional relationships, practices with compassion and respect for the

inherent dignity, worth, and uniqueness of every individual, unrestricted by considerations of

social or economic status, personal attributes, or the nature of the health problems (p. 7).

Provision 2 The nurse's primary commitment is to the patient, whether an individual, family, group, or

community (p. 9).

Provision 3

(Advocacy)

The nurse promotes, advocates for, and strives to protect the health, safety, and rights of the

patient (p. 12).

Provision 4

(Advocacy)

The nurse is responsible and accountable for individual nursing practice and determines the

appropriate delegation of tasks consistent with the nurse's obligation to provide optimum patient

care (p. 16).

Provision 5

(Advocacy)

The nurse owes the same duties to self as to others, including the responsibility to preserve

integrity and safety, to maintain competence, and to continue personal and professional growth

(p. 18).

Provision 6

(Advocacy)

The nurse participates in establishing, maintaining, and improving healthcare environments and

conditions of employment conducive to the provision of quality health care and consistent with

the values of the profession through individual and collective action (p. 20).

Provision 7

(Advocacy)

The nurse participates in the advancement of the profession through contributions to practice,

education, administration, and knowledge development (p. 22).

Provision 8

(Advocacy)

The nurse collaborates with other health professionals and the public in promoting community,

national, and international efforts to meet health needs (p. 23).

Provision 9

(Advocacy)

The profession of nursing, as represented by associations and their members, is responsible for

articulating nursing values, for maintaining the integrity of the profession and its practice, and

for shaping social policy (p. 24).

The Code of Ethics with Interpretive Statements ©2001 American Nurses Association. All rights reserved .

Reprinted with permission from ANA.

The Profession's Advocacy Efforts

In Provision 9 (Table 3) the professional associations, created by nurses for nurses to articulate nursing values,

integrity, practice, and social policy, demonstrate advocacy and self-regulation. In the US, ANA is the organization

that solicits and coordinates ideas from individuals, and from the nursing specialties and associations, deliberates

regarding these ideas, and develops them based on the Code of Ethics and the other two ‘framework documents'
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Nurses, healthcare

consumers, legislatures,

organizations, and other

stakeholders are encouraged

to provide comments that

influence the wording and

conceptual development of

these documents.

Many specialty

organizations...educate the

public, policy makers,

healthcare administrators, and

professionals on specific issues.

that serve as the basis of the nursing profession. The three framework documents include:

The Code of Ethics for Nurses - asserts the values and commitment to excellence for patients, society, and

nurses individually and collectively as a profession (ANA, 2001);

The Social Policy Statement - details the authority, based on the social responsibility of the profession to society.

It serves as nursing's contract between the profession of nursing and society to uphold the highest values and
standards in delivering its service of nursing care (ANA, 2010a); and

The Scope and Standards of Practice in Nursing - delineates the scope of nursing practice and then defines the

standards of professional nursing practice and accompanying competencies (ANA, 2010b).

From conception, and through subsequent revisions, these documents

have been created by members and representatives of the professional

associations. This work is transparent in that drafts are posted and open

for public comment through multiple announcements using a variety of

venues and formats. Nurses, healthcare consumers, legislatures,

organizations, and other stakeholders are encouraged to provide

comments that influence the wording and conceptual development of

these documents. All of these comments are analyzed and deliberated to

determine the appropriateness of their inclusion within the framework

documents. These dynamic documents are reviewed regularly; they

evolve as society and the landscape of nursing and healthcare change.

The following paragraphs describe how our various nursing professional organizations work together to advocate

for nurses and nursing. This occurs by maintaining a spirit of unity, engaging in political advocacy, keeping nurses

informed, disseminating professional knowledge, and promoting professional development.

Unity in advocacy. Each of the specialty organizations advocates for

nurses as their organizational goals pertain to its members, specialty,

and practice settings. Many specialty organizations, and their members,

educate the public, policy makers, healthcare administrators, and

professionals on specific issues. Nursing organizations are cognizant of

the power of unity and engage in collaborative ventures with other

nursing and health-related professional organizations when appropriate.

Table 1 lists the early collaboration efforts between nursing

organizations; Table 4 lists additional and more current examples

example of working together and forming alliances.

Table 4. Nursing Collaboration and Unity for Advocacy

Year Organization Collaboration Focus

1973National Federation for Specialty

Nursing Organizations (NFSNO)

Nearly 35 specialty-

organization members;

functioned as an entity with

independent governance

separate from any

organization

Advance specialty nursing practice

and its contribution to the health

of the nation through shared

learning, networking, and

collaboration

1977Tri-Council for Nursing grew out of a

1973 inter-organizational committee

and a 1975 coordinating forum

(Redman et al., 1995)

National League for Nursing,

ANA, the American

Association of Colleges of

Nursing; and in 1985, the

American Organization of

Nurse Executives

Discuss issues of practice, nurse

supply, education, and federal

monies that support nursing

practice, research, and education

1982Nursing Organization Liaison Forum

(NOLF)

Organizations and nursing

specialties; organized as a

component of ANA's

structure

Provide a forum for organizations

to address professional and

national health policy issues of

common concern to national

nursing organizations

1994National Database of Nursing Quality

Indicators® (NDNQI®)

University of Kansas, ANA,

U.S. hospitals, Magnet

Provide hospitals with unit-level

performance comparison reports
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Goals of political advocacy

include greater nurse

involvement in providing access

to care, influencing the cost and

quality of care, determining the

scope and authority of practice,

and increasing and improving

the healthcare workforce. 

...nurses can respond in a

variety of ways...to ask

decision makers to support

and advocate for nurses...

www.nursingworld.org/ndnqi2 facilities of nursing-sensitive indicators

reflecting the structure, process,

and outcomes of nursing care

2002National Organizations Alliance (NOA) Merger of NFSNO and NOLF To increase nursing's visibility and

impact on health through

communication, collaboration, and

advocacy

2006Congress of Nursing Practice and

Economics (CNPE)

Congress of Nursing Practice

(1968) expanded in 2006 to

include nearly 30 affiliate

members and 30

elected/appointed ANA

members (see links below

Table for affiliate members

and membership

information) (ANA-CNPE,

2011b)

Recommends to ANA Board of

Directors nursing's approach to

emerging trends within the

socioeconomic, political, and

practice spheres of the healthcare

industry. Operates around three

overarching focal points:

considering workplace issues;

refining and defining the practice

of nursing; and work towards

ful-filling the mission and goals of

the association-profession

2008National Council of State Boards of

Nursing and 50 organizations (NCSBN,

2008). Consensus Model for Advanced

Practice Registered Nurse (APRN)

Regulation: Licensure, Accreditation,

Certification, and Education

Organizations involved in

development of the

Consensus Model

To create a unified platform for

the definition and scope of

practice for APRNs

CNPE membership information:

www.nursingworld.org/FunctionalMenuCategories/AboutANA/WhoWeAre/AffiliatedOrganizations

http://nursingworld.org/DocumentVault/About-ANA-docs/Org-Affiliates-Obligations.pdf

Political advocacy. Members and experts from many specialty

organizations work with ANA lobbyists in the U.S. Congress and the

various state legislatures to inform and persuade legislators concerning

the needs of nursing and the general public regarding healthcare issues

and quality care. Some of these activities have included, and continue

to include advocating for a greater nursing presence in the current

Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act (P.L. 111-148, March 2010)

(ANA, 2011a; Gallagher, 2010). Goals of political advocacy include

greater nurse involvement in providing access to care, influencing the

cost and quality of care, determining the scope and authority of

practice, and increasing and improving the healthcare workforce. Many

specialty organizations advocate for the removal of barriers to the use

of advanced practice nurses, to allow them to practice to their full scope

of practice across all settings and in all states and also to receive just

payment for their services rendered.

Informing nurses. The ability of professional organizations to

communicate quickly with their members is one of the many benefits of

involving a variety of organizations in collaborative efforts. Newsletters

and bulletin alerts keep members aware of issues and help explain

developments that may affect nurses and patient care delivery. Issue-

specific communication to members often request nurses to respond to

late-breaking developments. In this age of communication, nurses can

respond in a variety of ways, e.g. through phone calls, email, Tweets,

and Facebook™ postings, to ask decision makers to support and

advocate for nurses, letting them know how a given proposal will affect

those who give and those who receive healthcare. Of the more than

three million nurses in the U S, 2.6 million are actively involved in the workforce (Bureau of Health Professionals,

2011); many, if not most of them, have access to electronic communications. These nurses have the ability to

analyze the information provided and to respond quickly. The power of over two million voices at the national level

is awesome! It can significantly influence the development of policy and legislation.
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The privilege of

participating in association

advocacy is an important

benefit of membership in

one's professional

organization(s).

Conclusion

The goal of advocacy efforts

by professional associations

is to educate association

members, all professional

nurses, and the public...

Today professional organizations have list-servs and networking information-

sharing features that strengthen a nurse's ability to advocate for nurses and

nursing. The privilege of participating in association advocacy is an

important benefit of membership in one's professional organization(s). As

the associations continue to strengthen communication support structures,

professional membership increases in value by offering a mechanism for

communicating via secure, intra-member, social networks.

Dissemination of professional knowledge. In addition to regular communication with membership, many

associations solicit scholarly manuscripts of relevance to members and publish the latest advanced knowledge in a

specialty area and/or the profession. Several organizations now have the capacity to publish books that meet the

needs of nurses practicing in specialty areas. Through business agreements with the associations some companies

provide literature review searches, allow access to nursing and medical databases, distribute titles of newly

published journal articles, and/or provide integrated, online services to provide nurses with the evidence-based

answers they need to address pressing clinical questions. These publications and literature searches can help

provide the data needed to advocate for changes in nursing care.

Professional development. Professional organizations provide for the professional development of their

membership. Some associations provide continuing education contact-hour credits for free or at a significant

discount. Webinars and web-based media formats also aid nurses in learning new information. Frequently these

offerings focus on advocating for nurses and nursing and teaching, for instance, how to contact and work with

legislators and how to advocate for new ways to strengthen healthcare.

The goal of advocacy efforts by professional associations is to educate

association members, all professional nurses, and the public about the

importance of broad-base membership, creative ideas, esprit de corps,

and energetic participation in helping the profession improve and move to

higher levels. In prior eras, visionary nurses realized the need for

associations in order to meet the changes occurring in the social, cultural,

and economic sectors of their world. Elected association leaders today

remain responsive to their members and incorporate members' input by

devising new mechanisms to advance healthcare through the nursing

profession, thus allowing members to contribute to the accountability and

voice of the profession to society.

When greater numbers unite in one voice, stronger and more powerful arguments can be advanced to achieve

advocacy outcomes. Accolades and kudos to the professional registered nurses who are engaged, involved, and

contributing members of our associations -- these nurses are advocating for and advancing the profession of

nursing and the healthcare we offer to our patients.
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