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Activism Is an Essential Nursing Role

All nurses can participate in forming a more just health care system.

ing health care challenges of our time.

ABSTRACT: Nursing has a long history of activism, yet nurses are often heard to express their dislike of “poli-
tics”and their desire to stay away from the tense and contentious situations associated with political activism.
Nurses, however, have a fundamental duty to advocate on behalf of their patients and communities. In this
article, the authors discuss the rationale for and roots of political activism in nursing, the values that shape it,
and the importance of nursing’s stance on policies related to the health and well-being of those they serve.
The authors also present exemplars of political activism and approaches nurses can use to address the press-
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ctivism can be described as the use of action
A to achieve results or bring about change,

especially political or social change. Nursing
as a discipline has a long history of activism, and
nurses advocate daily for the patients they care for.
In doing so, whether they realize it or not, nurses
are engaging in political processes that are essential
to protecting the public good.

Yet in our experience, we’ve found that many
nurses view activism as “being political” and claim
they are averse to being involved in politics. They
view politics as irrelevant to clinical practice, and
object to what they perceive as political content
in professional nursing journals. As editors of
nursing journals, we have experienced backlash
from readers when we’ve published content on
political issues that affect health and well-being.!
Nurses may also associate politics with conten-
tious and uncomfortable situations involving
union negotiations.

But health care policies and budgets, which are
set by political leaders and organizational adminis-
trators, trickle down to the point of care—where
nurses must often “make do” and contrive work-
arounds to provide care. These policies and the
financial resources attached to them determine who
can access health care, the cost of that care, and what
kind of care providers are able or permitted to
deliver. As nurses, are we not duty bound to seek to
change policies that adversely affect health or access
to care? Do our social policy statement and code of
ethics not demand this of us as individuals and as a
profession?>?
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Activism is indeed closely associated with politics.
It’s a way to advocate for change, especially when
change is slow or stalled within systems or by polit-
ical discord. The notion of “politics” today has
taken on a contentious and adversarial tone that
stems from the stark contrasting views of our for-
mal political parties. This was not always the case,
and the current connotation of the word “politics”
belies its true meaning. Merriam-Webster defines
politics as “the art or science concerned with guid-
ing or influencing governmental policy.”* Oxford
defines it as “the activities involved in getting and
using power in public life, and being able to influ-
ence decisions that affect a country or a society.”’
In everyday life, politics can be defined as the abil-
ity to pursue what is deemed to be “good” for one-
self and others.

As people committed to providing healing, com-
fort, and care, it’s not surprising that some nurses pre-
fer to avoid the oppositional or even dangerous situ-
ations that might occur from speaking out against
unjust or unsafe policies, bias, or misinformation.
Some nurses who have done so have been targeted on
social media, ostracized by colleagues who didn’t
share their views, and fired.

While we acknowledge the partisan politics that
prevail in public life today, we want to focus on the
consequences of politics in nursing. Examples of nurse
engagement in political processes include

¢ working to obtain something a patient needs—for
example, medications, home care, or additional
treatment.
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e arranging for a new clinical site or striving to set
limits on the number of students to supervise.

 negotiating the conditions required to carry out a
research study or quality improvement project.

THE BASIS OF ACTIVISM: NURSING’S SOCIAL CONTRACT
AND CODE OF ETHICS
Should nurses advocate for improving patient and
public health and well-being? To answer that ques-
tion, one needs to understand that being a nurse car-
ries certain obligations. Society accords specific
groups privileges in exchange for assurances that they
will provide benefits to society—a social contract.
Nursing’s social contract, as written by the Amer-
ican Nurses Association (ANA) in Nursing’s Social
Policy Statement, includes 16 elements pertaining to
the profession’s obligations to society.* Among them,
the ANA maintains that nurses must provide nursing
care that “will extend to all who need nursing, for the
protection, promotion, and optimization of health
and abilities, prevention of illness and injury, allevia-
tion of suffering through the diagnosis and treatment
of human response, and advocacy in the care of indi-
viduals, families, communities, and populations.”*
Further, it expects that “nursing will participate in the
promulgation of health care policy at regional, state,
national, and global levels. Protection of the public
through advocacy also includes whistleblowing.”¢ In
turn, the profession expects the right to self-regulate,
define standards for education and practice, and prac-
tice to the full scope of education and licensure.

New York State Nurses Association members march with a banner that says “Gun Violence Kills Nurses Heal”in New York City in

By Peggy L. Chinn, PhD, RN, FAAN, and

Maureen Shawn Kennedy, MA, RN, FAAN

The ANA’s Code of Ethics for Nurses with Inter-
pretive Statements sets forth nine provisions that
underpin nurses’ ethical obligations in their prac-
tice and professional relationships; it serves as the
“bottom line”—a code nurses can draw upon to
support the actions they may take on behalf of those
they care for.’ The provisions highlight nurses’ piv-
otal role in protecting and promoting patients’ well-
being and advocating in their best interest. This role
is not possible without deliberate negotiation on
behalf of the patient.

Sometimes, though, organizations may act in ways
that its members feel are not consistent with its val-
ues. The ANA, for example, sparked controversy in
2019 when it adopted a policy to not endorse U.S.
presidential candidates, which it had done since 1984.7
Despite the organization’s strong alignment with 2020
Democratic platform priorities like improving access
to health care, addressing social justice, increasing
racial and gender equity, and reducing gun violence,
it declined to endorse Democratic candidate Joe
Biden, instead remaining neutral. Many ANA mem-
bers—including eight former ANA presidents—
voiced displeasure that the organization did not
endorse the candidate that was a “clear” choice for
nursing.! Members resigned, and while it’s likely some
would have done the same if the ANA had endorsed
Biden, the perception remains that the organization
declined to take a stand in keeping with its values.

Not acting, or failure to take a position on a major
political issue, is in fact a political act. Nursing’s history
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offers abundant examples of nurses taking strong pub-
lic stances on issues involving the health of individuals,
families, communities, and the nation.

LEGACIES OF SOCIAL AND POLITICAL ACTIVISM IN NURSING
A notable example of a nurse who engaged in social
activism is Lillian Wald, who, along with Mary Brew-
ster, founded New York City’s Visiting Nurse Service
in 1893 to provide home nursing to the mostly immi-
grant community on Manhattan’s Lower East Side.> '
Wald, considered the founder of public health nurs-
ing, also founded the Henry Street Settlement, a com-
munity center that offered health services, parenting
classes, job training, and a summer camp for chil-
dren.'2 Her work galvanized the community to take
action for social change. In AJN’s January 1902 issue,
editor-in-chief Sophia F. Palmer noted that the news
media had acknowledged that “the women of the
‘Nursing Settlement’ on Henry Street had been largely
influential in rousing the women of upper New York
to a knowledge of the terrible conditions that existed
in the slum districts under Tammany rule.”"* Palmer
commented on the significance of this mainstream
acknowledgment, writing that “nurses, for the first
time to our knowledge, are given recognition as polit-
ical reformers, a place which we believe in the future
they will fill with great honor.”®* Wald went on to
facilitate the placement of nurses in public schools and
helped found the National Organization for Public
Health Nursing, the Columbia University School of
Nursing, and the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People.*

In a 1985 article on AJN, Charlene Eldridge
Wheeler documented the journal’s activist role dur-
ing the first two decades of the 20th century, analyz-
ing its reporting on nurses’ political positions—
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First World War." The journal
published accounts of the activ-
ism that Wald and other nota-
ble nurses engaged in to address
the health of New York City’s
vulnerable populations, partic-
ularly immigrants, women, and
children. Lavinia Dock, one of
the first Henry Street nurses,
was described as “mildly social-
istic, ardently pacifist, and a
militantsuffragist.”'¢ Of course,
not all nurses agreed on the
issues of the day (including con-
troversial topics like morality
education and suffrage), but
nursing leaders’ activism gar-
nered sufficient support so that
they exerted significant influ-
ence. One example is their public stand against leg-
islation passed in New York in 1910 known as the
Page Bill, which required convicted prostitutes to be
examined for venereal disease.'” Nursing leaders’ pro-
test against the bill reflected the range of concerns
that gave rise to their activist stance, as noted by
Wheeler in her article on AJN":

3 - - - =
Nurses marching in a suffrage parade in Washington, DC, March 3, 1913, the day before Woodrow Wilson's presi-
dential inauguration. Photo courtesy of the Library of Congress.

[The bill] ostensibly existed to provide and
enforce health care for sick women, but the
real illnesses of women of the lower classes,
such as malnutrition and tuberculosis, were
being ignored. Nursing leaders recognized the
sham of focusing health care legislation on
lower-class women and the treatment of vene-
real disease. They assigned responsibility as
they perceived it: “This [the neglect of real
health problems] makes it seem more than ever
as if the Page Bill aimed only at treating med-
ically those women who are in demand as pros-
titutes by the better classes of men.”

THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC AS A CATALYST FOR CHANGE

The COVID-19 pandemic brought into focus issues
that have long plagued health care workers: inade-
quate staffing, relatively low pay compared with the
risks of the work, stressful and violent workplaces,
and staff feeling alienated and unsupported by man-
agement. Nurse and physician burnout and moral dis-
tress, at high levels prior to the pandemic, only inten-
sified, and thousands of nurses left and continue to
leave the acute care workforce.!® ** Nurses have spo-
ken out publicly about lacking needed personal pro-
tective equipment (PPE) and the dangers of insufficient
staff to patient safety; some were fired for doing s0.
An ED charge nurse in Washington State took drastic



action by calling 911 for assistance after being over-
whelmed by too many patients.?' Nurses have recently
mounted work stoppages and strikes in several states
to protest working conditions and unsafe staffing lev-
els, and some have been successful in gaining better
working conditions and pay.?> News outlets have
reported nurses unionizing at various hospitals.*?*

Antiracist initiatives. The pandemic also revealed
major inequities in vulnerable populations’ access to
health care: hospitals in largely Black, poor, and rural
communities had less access to equipment like venti-
lators, PPE, and later, vaccines.’*** Nurses in Minne-
apolis took action in their community in the wake of
the brutal killing of George Floyd in May 2020, which
sparked protests and activism worldwide to address
the dual crises. Katie Clark, a nurse educator and NP
serving the homeless population in Minneapolis, stated
in a 2020 blog post, “As a nurse bearing witness to
these atrocities . . . I have observed nurses organizing
themselves to respond as a collective to these unthink-
able problems in real time by taking immediate action
to both maintain safety and fight for justice.”?

The death of George Floyd at the hands of a White
police officer, a mere four months after COVID-19
was declared a pandemic, forced many Americans and
institutions to recognize the racial inequities embed-
ded in the fabric of our society—from implicit bias to
outright discrimination in criminal justice, housing,
education, employment, and health care. Diversity,
equity, and inclusion initiatives, long given lip service,
took hold as many organizations examined and imple-
mented policies to address inequities for the first time.
Nursing, too, examined its com-
plicity and initiated actions to
create sustainable change in
health care.

The “Overdue Reckoning on
Racism in Nursing” project,
launched in 2020 and reported
in AJN in February 2022, is a
network of nurses of color and
White nurses who are dedicated
to taking antiracist action in
nursing education, practice,
research, and policy.”® In addi-
tion to holding monthly discus-
sions, the project offers a list of
books, articles, and videos that
provide needed insight and
understanding of the complex
dimensions of racism (see https:/
reckoningwithracisminnursing.
org/online-resources-and-links).

address racism in workplaces, nursing organizations,
and nursing education programs.

Nursing organizations have released statements
acknowledging complicity in racial and social jus-
tice inequities and declaring their intentions to chart
a different future. Notable are statements from the
ANA (Racism in Nursing, 2022) and the American
College of Nurse-Midwives (Truth and Reconcilia-
tion Resolution, 2021).°%%* Some nursing schools
have adopted statements of intent and policy to
guide the implementation of antiracist practices in
education. The Yale School of Nursing’s statement,
for example, includes the following actions, among
others®:

e Build an institutional culture of fairness, respect,
and antiracism by prioritizing diversity, equity, and
inclusion.

¢ Develop, assess, and improve systems to mitigate
harmful biases and eliminate racism and all other
forms of discrimination.

e Integrate equity into health professions curricula,
explicitly aiming to mitigate the harmful effects of
bias, exclusion, discrimination, racism, and all
other forms of oppression.

e Increase the numbers of health professions stu-
dents, trainees, faculty, and institutional adminis-
trators and leaders from historically marginalized
and excluded populations.

The intentions embraced in newly formed policies
are timely and necessary—now the challenge is to turn
such intentions into real action that produces urgently
needed changes.

Nurses and other health care workers at the March on Washington on August 28, 1963, march under the ban-
ner of the Medical Committee for Civil Rights (MCCR). The inset shows Rachel Robinson (right), national vice
chairman of the MCCR and wife of baseball great Jackie Robinson, walking beneath an RN placard. These pho-
tos appeared in the October 1963 issue of AJN.

The “Principles of Reckoning”
on which the project is based
empbhasize the need for nurses to
join together to end the domi-
nance of White privilege and
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A RENEWED CALL FOR NURSING ACTIVISM

As the largest group of health care providers in the
United States, nurses need to take action to address
the sociopolitical circumstances that threaten the
health of our nation and our planet. Sometimes these
are referred to as the social determinants of health—
they are also the “social determinants of death” for
far too many. One way nurses can get involved is by
examining their own values and commitments. Val-
ues guide the actions that can be taken in any situa-
tion. The reality is that nonaction is just as politi-
cally significant as action. There is no neutral ground
where health—and life and death—is concerned.

Consider the larger ecological and sociopolitical
context in which all nurses make significant choices.
Donald Berwick, patient safety advocate and founder
of the Institute for Healthcare Improvement, describes
seven actions health care providers can take to
advance the health and well-being of all people**:

e Commit to human rights, including a national
sign-on to the international treaties and covenants
related to health and health care.

e Push for universal health care coverage and adopt
a strong “health as a human right” position that
ensures adequate care for all.

e Help combat climate change, which dispropor-
tionately affects people of color and people who
live in poverty.

e Back criminal justice reform, with action to reduce
the incarcerated population, ending practices and
policies that disproportionately trap people of
color in the penal system.

¢ Encourage inclusive immigration policies, ending
cruelty at the nation’s borders.

e Tackle poverty head-on, with the goal of ending
hunger and homelessness.

¢ Defend civil (democratic) institutions that ensure
that every person’s voice is heard.

How nurses can become engaged. Where does the
spark happen and why are so many nurses not polit-
ically engaged? A literature review by Woodward and
colleagues examining factors associated with nurses’
participation in politics or civic engagement notes the
need for better health policy education and active
involvement in nursing and advocacy organizations.”
A recent scoping review that explored the literature
on health activism and nursing practice concluded that
nurses need more education, mentoring, and support
to be able to engage in activism and avoid burnout.*

Being involved in nursing organizations is one way
to learn about and engage in activism regarding health
care and professional issues. There are many organi-
zations to choose from on the local, state, and national
levels. In these groups, nurses can find like-minded
people who are dedicated to creating change—and
join them to do the work.

Encouraging nursing students to join the National
Student Nurses’ Association (NSNA) can promote
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their engagement in social activism from the start of
their careers. The NSNA provides real-world oppor-
tunities in policymaking, writing proposals, cam-
paigning for candidates, and presenting position
statements—all of which can help students learn and
practice vital advocacy skills.

Early career nurses can join workplace committees
and help develop policies that promote health care
quality, safety, and professional practice; they can also
become active in nursing organizations aligned with
their practice area and values. Nurses at the point of
care have an important perspective on what resources
are needed to provide patient-centered care. As they
become experienced clinicians, they can lead efforts
within their organizations and communities.

Nurses are educated and respected and can speak
with authority on health issues; they can engage in
policy activism by serving on organization and com-
munity boards and running for local or national office.
Congresswoman Lauren Underwood (D-IL), elected
in 2018, and Cori Bush (D-MO), elected in 2020, fol-
low other nurses like Eddie Bernice Johnson (D-TX),
Lois Capps (D-CA), and LPN Carolyn McCarthy
(D-NY) into the legislative arena.””** Writing on the
desired characteristics of nurses, mid-20th century
nursing leader Virginia Henderson noted, “Since no
one practices nursing except in relation to his or her
times and in relation to the needs of a given society, I
believe we should seek those persons who show prom-
ise of having a social conscience and civic interest. It
seems hardly possible to me that an excellent nurse
can be at the same time an indifferent or socially inex-
perienced citizen.”*

The role of nurse educators. Nurse educators are
crucial to helping students gain the knowledge and
skills required to become nurse activists; they also
model the importance of activism in their own initia-
tives to change nursing education. Native American
activists John Lowe and Karine Crow advocated for
a transformation in nursing education built on a
Native American conceptual framework.* Sharrica
Miller and Stephanie Vaughn recognized that the
underrepresentation of Black and Hispanic nurses,
despite claims of “inclusion and diversity,” is sus-
tained by practices in nursing education that disad-
vantage students of color.* Waite and colleagues cited
historically Black colleges and universities’ lack of
funding and lack of collaboration with leading orga-
nizations dedicated to inclusion and equity as con-
tributing factors to persistent health disparities.*

Nurse educators at all levels need only to examine
the content of their textbooks and the journal articles
they require students to read to see how teaching mate-
rials sustain injustices. Illustrations predominantly
portray White experiences; case studies frequently
portray people of color as patients (not providers) and
as poor, uneducated, and needy. The challenge for
educators is to mitigate the harm reflected in the lit-



erature, use harmful content as a prompt to raise
awareness, and introduce alternative resources that
promote equity and justice in nursing and health care.

What C-suite nurses can do. One may not think
of chief nursing officers (CNOs) and nursing admin-
istrators as activists, but they also have a role to play.
When CNOs and other nursing leaders adhere to
nursing’s social contract and code of ethics, they
become strong advocates for change. These C-suite
nurses, who are responsible for giving nurses the
resources they need and for promoting staff well-
being, can ensure that the organization’s chief exec-
utive officer and board of trustees are aware of per-
tinent issues and lobby them for changes. Some CNOs
in acute care facilities have been successful in getting
hospital administrators to close or consolidate patient
care units to offset insufficient staffing.

CNOs can also be activists by ensuring their orga-
nizations are responsive to public health and commu-
nity needs. At Massachusetts General Hospital
(MGH) in Boston, for example, nurse leaders sup-
ported nursing research on safe gun storage. They also
spearheaded the founding of a multidisciplinary coali-
tion, the MGH Center for Gun Violence Prevention,
which aims to prevent firearm-related violence in the
community.®

All nurses can participate in forming a health care
system that is committed to racial justice. All of us can
take action to interrupt the effects of racial injustice
that sustain devastating health disparities. The Smith-
sonian’s National Museum of African American His-
tory and Culture provides an excellent explanation on
its website of what it means to be antiracist: “Being
antiracist is different for white people than it is for peo-
ple of color. For white people, being antiracist evolves
with their racial identity development. They must
acknowledge and understand their privilege, work to
change their internalized racism, and interrupt racism
when they see it. For people of color, it means recog-
nizing how race and racism have been internalized, and
whether it has been applied to other people of color.”*

CONCLUSION

Today’s social and political climate calls for strength-
ening and renewing nursing’s legacy of activism.
Nurses who are not directly engaging in activist proj-
ects can lend their support and encouragement and
participate when possible. The challenges are beyond
any one of us to tackle alone, but every nurse can take
on a challenge that is close to home, find allies and
colleagues who are eager to join in, and take mean-
ingful action. ¥
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