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A goal of this initiative is

education about how nurses

serve as leaders in healthcare in

the United States.

It is often said that modern-day

nursing and midwifery were

founded by activists.

Article

Abstract

It is often said that modern-day nursing and midwifery was founded on the spirit of activism. Yet, historically, the link

between nursing and activism has been inconsistent. Nursing Now USA was created in response to a global campaign

launched in 2020 by the World Health Organization to mark the Year of the Nurse and Midwife. A goal of this initiative is

education about how contemporary nurses serve as leaders in healthcare in the United States. This article describes the

methods and results of a scoping review that sought to explore the current state of the science, key concepts, and

operationalization of activism in nursing. The general consensus in the literature is that the profession of nursing has deep

roots in activism, but a lack of a clear definition of activism and operationalization in policy, practice, research, and

academic settings likely limits active engagement by many nurses. The current state of nurse activism is more subtle, often

unseen, and non-confrontational compared to the participation and contribution of nurses from the 1900s to the 1980s. We

identified barriers and facilitators to activism in nursing and our discussion includes implications for nursing practice,

education, and leadership.

Key Words: Nursing Now USA, nurse activism, activist, social movement, social justice, political movements, nurses and midwives,

United States, professionalism

Nursing Now USA (ANA, n.d.) was created in response to the global Nursing Now campaign

launched by the World Health Organization in 2020 ([WHO], n.d.) to mark the Year of the Nurse

and Midwife. A goal of this initiative is education about how nurses serve as leaders in healthcare

in the United States. In response to the Nursing Now USA call for commissioned papers

exploring the contemporary understanding of nursing, this article describes a scoping review

that spotlights innovations of nursing leadership through exploration of the topic of nurse activism. Activism can be defined

as, “The policy of active participation or engagement in a particular sphere of activity; spec. the use of vigorous campaigning

to bring about political or social change” (Oxford University Press, n.d.).

It is often said that modern-day nursing and midwifery were founded by activists (Florell, 2021;

Pollitt, 2018). Yet, historically, the link between nursing, midwifery (which we will hereafter refer to

as “nursing”), and activism has been inconsistent. Nurse pioneers, such as Lavinia Dock, Mary

Seacole, and Lillian Wald pushed social boundaries and gender norms to fight for health equity

for marginalized and disenfranchised communities (Forrester, 2016). More recently, however, leaders in the nursing

profession have been hesitant to be associated with activism, focusing on individual health needs rather than systemic or

structural inequities, health policy, or social justice (Boutain, 2005; Buettner-Schmidt & Lobo, 2012; Florell, 2021; Moorley et al.,

2020).
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The perceived association of the

nursing profession with

oppressed group

behaviors...may also explain a

lack of activism in recent years.

Three nurses are currently

serving in Congress...a

testament to the changing

perception and role of nursing

on the national stage.

Search terms for activism

included terms such as activist,

social movement, political

movement, and social justice.

...papers that addressed

activism outside of the US were

excluded.

Multiple reasons for this change have been suggested, including a shift in focus from public health to individual health

behaviors (Boutain, 2005); lack of related content in nursing curricula (Florell, 2021; Habibzadeh et al., 2021); and/or a de facto

focus on the biomedical model of care that centers disease over social determinants of health (Rudner, 2021). The perceived

association of the nursing profession with oppressed group behaviors, where horizontal violence is common and group

norms center on a status quo of silencing non-conformist views, may also explain a lack of activism in recent years

(Matheson & Bobay, 2007; Purpora & Blegen, 2012).

No matter the reasons, this hesitancy represents a missed opportunity. As the largest segment of

the healthcare workforce, nurses hold significant potential and collective power to leverage

activism as one means to usher in meaningful community, systems, and structural changes

(Dickman & Chicas, 2021). Although there is no universally recognized definition of nurse

activism, a recent concept analysis (Florell, 2021) defined it as “the expenditure of personal

energy and social or political capital to address upstream and downstream determinants of

health” (p.138). This recent definition allowed us to specify that activism in nursing is an action-oriented activity rather than

just a concept or a theory.

The time for inaction is over, evidenced by both leaders in the nursing profession and current

changes across the United States (U.S.). For example, recommendations from both the American

Association Colleges of Nursing Essentials ([AACN], 2020) and the American Nurses Association

(ANA) Code of Ethics (Fowler, 2021) suggest growing synergy and momentum to rejuvenate the

conversation about nursing activism. AACN and ANA have each included advocacy and policy as

key components of nursing and encouraged nurses to participate in, and even lead, political

processes (VandeWaa et al., 2019). Three nurses are currently serving in Congress (Cori Bush, D-MO; Eddie Bernice Johnson,

D-TX; and Lauren Underwood, D-Il), a testament to the changing perception and role of nursing on the national stage.

Furthermore, the disproportionate impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on people of color has illuminated the role of structural

racism on long-standing health disparities in the US that nurses have witnessed on the front lines. The urgent need to

address these issues has pushed leaders in the profession to examine the role of nurses to lessen or perpetuate disparities,

including the willingness to embrace or desire to avoid activism.

The historical roots in activism and social justice inherent in the profession of nursing has informed the central purpose of

this scoping review: to explore what is known about activism in nursing. Our secondary goals were to clarify key concepts

and identify gaps in the literature.

Methods

Design
A scoping review is a useful method to explore the state of the literature in an identified research area without focusing on

critical appraisal (Sucharew & Macaluso, 2019). Thus, scoping reviews do not make conclusions on the relative strength or

weakness of an existing body of literature but rather serve as a ‘jumping-off point’ for further exploration. This review

employed a five-stage scoping review methodology (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005) with the following steps: (1) identify a research

question, (2) identify existing literature, (3) select studies for inclusion, (4) extract data from included studies, and (5)

synthesize, summarize, and report results. Our research question was, “How is activism amongst nurses captured in the

peer-reviewed literature?”

Literature Search
An electronic literature search was undertaken with the assistance of a health librarian using
the following databases: Cumulative Index of Nursing and Allied Health Literature (CINAHL),
PsychInfo, Embase, PubMed, and Global Health. Search terms for activism included terms
such as activist, social movement, political movement, and social justice. We limited the
search to professional nursing cadres such as registered nurses, midwives, licensed practical
nurses, advanced practice nurses, and certified registered nurse anesthetists (CRNAs). These terms were selected based
on a preliminary review of the literature performed to find commonly used words and synonyms.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria. Inclusion criteria included articles that were (1) peer-reviewed

and published, (2) written in English, (3) focused on professional nursing cadres in the US, and (4)

focused on the operationalization of activism. Conference abstracts and non-peer-reviewed

articles, such as op-eds and commentaries, were excluded. Publications focused on advocacy,

engagement, and solely the conceptualization of activism were also excluded. Because the primary population of interest

was nurses and midwives, we excluded certified nursing assistants and non-nursing professionals (e.g., community health
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...articles were categorized by

commonalities, differences, and

identified themes.

workers). To standardize the sociopolitical context of nursing activism, papers that addressed activism outside of the US were

excluded. Our search was not limited to any timeframe so as to capture all relevant articles. The Supplemental Material link

below provides the full list of inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Supplemental Material: Eligibility Criteria

Search Results and Screening for Sample. The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analysis

(PRISMA) diagram was used to report the search results (Figure 1). The initial search resulted in 972 papers. After duplicates

were removed, two authors, working independently, initially screened the title and abstract of 714 articles. Disagreements

were considered by a third author or the whole team for discussion and resolution. A total of 341 articles were removed in the

title and abstract screening, leaving 373 articles for full-text review. Of these, 349 were removed after two authors

independently reviewed the full texts, leaving a total of 24 relevant studies. In addition, we identified eight articles from

manual reference list searches. Of these, three articles met the inclusion and exclusion criteria; thus, the final scoping review

sample consisted of 27 articles.

Figure 1.

[View full size]

(Page et al., 2021)

Data Analysis
Data extraction followed the Arksey and O’Malley (2005) scoping review guidelines. As such, we

extracted data specific to the research questions for each included article. Three authors initially

analyzed all articles together with no distinctions between article type, focus on a specific

population or nursing specialties, or geographic location. Through data analysis, team-based

discussions, and the organization of data into tables, articles were categorized by commonalities, differences, and identified

themes. The three authors subsequently re-analyzed articles according to these themes to enable synthesis. Final

conclusions and implications for research, policy, and practice were reached via consensus.

Results

Characteristics of Included Studies
Articles included in this review (n = 27) presented either examples of or recommendations for nursing activism. Individual

study characteristics (e.g., design, geographic location of either a study or author affiliation at the time of publication, key

players, and type of activism) are summarized below in the Supplemental Material link. Of the papers, 16 were non-

databased (10 reports and 6 peer-reviewed editorial/commentary). The 10 non-databased reports were either descriptions of

https://ojin.nursingworld.org/~48f9fa/globalassets/ojin/tableofcontents/vol-28-2023/no2-may-2023/supplemental-material-eligibility-criteria.pdf
https://ojin.nursingworld.org/~48f8cf/globalassets/ojin/tableofcontents/vol-28-2023/no2-may-2023/ojemeni-figure-1.jpg
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The majority of the key actors

within nursing activism in the

existing literature were nursing

students and faculty.

More often, activism in nursing

was discussed implicitly by a

description of moral and ethical

caring actions taken.

actions taken by a group of nurses or professional nursing organizations (Johnston & Landreneau, 2016; Ziehm et al., 2019) or

call for action reports (Coleman, 2020; Des Jardin, 2001; Dickman & Chicas, 2021; Effland & Hays, 2018; Effland et al., 2020;

Gordon, 2016; Gordon et al., 2016; Quinn et al., 2019).

Supplemental Material: Characteristics of the Studies Included in the Review

The 11 data-based papers were historical reviews (n=3), qualitative studies (n =3), pretest/posttest, quasi-experimental designs

(n = 2), mixed methods (n=1), and cross-sectional quantitative studies (n = 2); specific study designs categorized as such can

also be found in the aforementioned Supplemental Material link. Most of the papers focused on practice (n = 9), followed by

education (n = 8), and policy (n = 5). Five papers focused on a combination of two areas: education and practice (n = 2), policy

and practice (n = 2), or education and policy (n = 1). Of note, all articles were published after 2001, with more than half (n = 16,

59%) published since 2018.

The majority of the key actors within nursing activism in the existing literature were nursing

students and faculty. Nursing organizations (e.g., California Association of Colleges of Nursing)

and nurse leaders were involved in nursing activism to a lesser extent. Lastly, the population of

interest or activism cause was often omitted (n = 20). Of those articles that reported a cause or

population of interest, causes were listed as racial identity and racism (n = 3), professional

organizations (n = 3), and victims of violence (n = 1).

Definition of Activism. Though we excluded articles that focused solely on the definition of activism, we sought to examine

the consistency of the definition and how it is operationalized in the nursing literature (see Table 1). We found that activism

was often not defined in the papers; only 8 of 27 (30%) included either implicit or explicit definitions or descriptions. When

activism was explicitly defined (n = 3; 11%), it was discussed along with advocacy and allyship. For example, Zuzelo (2020)

explained that activism, allyship, and advocacy were a commitment to challenge injustice and inequity at three levels of

intensity and action. Zuzelo (2020) defined an activist as one who was energetically engaged in action intended to right

wrongs that have led to or perpetuated injustice, inequity, and sociopolitical disparity.

Table 1. Operationalized Definitions of Activism Included in the Studies

Nursing Activism. Nursing activism was also considered a type of nursing care delivery, which

intervened in a range of factors that influence health, as well as the translation of caring into

actions at organizational, state, and federal levels (Rains & Barton-Kriese, 2001). More often,

activism in nursing was discussed implicitly by a description of moral and ethical caring actions

taken (n = 5). For example, Watson (2020) and Terry (2019) both described nursing activism as a

call to address moral, social, and sacred injustices by honoring nursing focus on person, environment, and universe as one. In

addition to those articles that included definitions, activism was also used interchangeably with concepts such as political

involvement (Byrd et al., 2012; Des Jardin, 2001) and advocacy (Effland et al., 2020).

Summary of Findings
As we sought to provide an overview of the landscape of activism in nursing, the synthesis process revealed a distinction

between databased research and non-databased articles. We categorized our findings by study methodologies to clearly

Explicit Implicit

A type of nursing care delivery, intervening in a range of

factors influencing health; translation of caring into action as

organizational, state, and federal levels (Rains & Barton-

Kriese, 2001)

Activism, allyship, and advocacy are the three levels of

intensity and action. An activist is energetically engaged in

action that is intended to right the wrongs that have led to

or perpetuate injustice, inequity, and sociopolitical disparity

(Zuzelo, 2020)

Advocacy in the form of education (Effland, 2018)

Informed moral action to help address moral, social, sacred violations/injustices;

the proliferation of non-caring in the world, honoring nursing's focus on whole

person, environment, universe as one (Terry 2019; Watson, 2020)

Unwavering courage (Morin, 2020)

Informed moral and anticipatory action by nurses to address moral and social

injustices (Terry & Bowman, 2020)

Nurses practicing within the context of segregation believed themselves to be

promoting racial justice, though they were not marching in the streets (Wall,

2009)

Ethical action as a response to ethical dilemmas in practice.

Nurse activism (ethical action) occurs through the simultaneous interactions of

the processes and practice environment that facilitates a nurse’s ability to

recognize an ethical dilemma, make a judgment about the most appropriate

professional action, and perceive support to take action to resolve their dilemma

(Settle, 2014)

https://ojin.nursingworld.org/~48f9fa/globalassets/ojin/tableofcontents/vol-28-2023/no2-may-2023/supplemental-material-characteristics-of-the-studies.pdf
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delineate past actions versus future recommendations and thoughts about nursing activism. Results were grouped

thematically into sections detailing policy, practice, research, academic findings, and ways in which nurses have participated

in and talked about activism. Concise descriptions of each category are summarized in Table 2.

Table 2. Nursing Activism in Action and Future Recommendations

  Databased Research Non-Databased Articles

Policy Nurse activists (Lavinia Lloyd Dock, Mary Bartlett Dixon, Sarah

Tarleton Colvin, and Hattie Frances Kruger) during the suffrage

movement contributed to shift legislative action and decisions

related to women's right to vote (Pollitt, 2018)

The link between voting and improved healthcare and to pass a

law to protect and provide health provisions to women, such as

Maternity and Infancy Protection Act in 1921, soon after the rights

to vote was won (Pollitt, 2018)

Nursing school deans met with legislators to discuss healthcare

bills (Ziehm et al., 2019)

Individual actions cited, including letter writing, fundraising,

creation of documentary film to display injustices, participation in

movements such as Black Lives Matter (Johnston & Landreneau,

2016; Weitzel et al., 2020)

Increase accountability to nursing professional organizations

to provide information, screen political candidates, and

support educational activities (Des Jardin et al., 2001; Dickman

& Chicas, 2021; Ziehm et al., 2019)

Increase active lobbying and general awareness of legislative

issues by developing a sound educational elevator pitch,

importance of relevant storytelling, development of clear ask

through letter-writing, emailing, or calling local and federal

legislators (Ziehm et al., 2019)

Practice Catholic nuns and nurses in the 1960s caring for the sick and poor

in segregated black communities as activists for racial justice and

civil rights movement (Wall, 2009)

Nurses as "bearing witness" and stepping outside their ordinary

roles in an attempt to change an unjust system (Wall, 2009)

American College of Nurse Midwives conducted nationwide

Domestic Violence (DV) Education Project to encourage universal

screening for DV which was successful in changing attitudes for

clinical practice (Paluzzi et al., 2000)

Nurses served as critical leaders to institute the sexual assault

medical forensic exam in the 1970s and 80s, leading to the

nursing specialty of forensic nursing (Morse, 2019)

Historical activism created and sustained the Maternal Care

Coalition (MCC) to address high infant mortality (Maldonado,

2014)

Environmental activism is demanding work; nurses need

practical and emotional support from other nurses (Terry, 2020)

Nurses with greater concern for ethical dilemmas of nursing and

who perceived they could influence an ethical decision were

more likely to engage in activism (Settle, 2014)

Highlight nurses’ professional mandate and that the ethical

underpinning of the profession is to address

injustice/inequities (Morin & Baptiste, 2020; Weitzel et al., 2020)

Nurses as activists within the profession by reaching across

racial, ethnic, and political lines to connect with others

(Dickman & Chicas, 2021; Watson, 2020)

Provides opportunities for communities to gain access to

knowledge and skills in managing health conditions of

immediate concern (Quinn et al., 2019)

Nurses, informed by critical race theory, intersectionality, and

historical trauma, can become formidable allies with

marginalized populations in the fight for social justice and

health equity (Weitzel et al., 2020)
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Historically, some activists

harnessed their identities as

nurses to inform policy

development...

Databased Research. Review of the research papers demonstrated several past and current actions of nurse activists from

various historical social justice movements, as well as contributions to recent practice and policy engagement. Historically,

some activists harnessed their identities as nurses to inform policy development, especially for civil rights and social justice.

For instance, nurse activists, such as Lavinia Lloyd Dock, Mary Bartlett Dixon, Sarah Tarleton Colvin, and Hattie Frances

Krugersuch, were active in the suffrage movement and shifted legislative action and decisions related to women's right to

vote (Pollitt, 2018). These nurses understood the link between voting rights and healthcare and were also vocal supporters of

other laws supporting the health and safety of women. Such examples included the Maternity and Infancy Protection Act in

1921, which was passed a few years before voting rights of women were won.

More recently, nurses have used their voices to urge city councils to advocate for public health

interventions; become involved in environmental health initiatives; marched in Black Lives

Matter protests; and created documentary films to chronicle injustices (Johnston & Landreneau,

2016; Terry & Bowman, 2020; Weitzel et al., 2020). In these efforts, nurses described their positions

as community members and leaders, and their commitment to public health, as points of

motivation and leverage in their activism.

In practice, nurse activists spoke of bearing witness to others' suffering and stepping outside of traditional roles to work to fix

the broken system or ensure equal treatment. Examples of nurse activism in practice include the creation of a maternal care

coalition (Maldonado, 2014); the nationwide Domestic Violence Education Project (Paluzzi et al., 2000); and the development

of the sexual assault medical forensic exam in the 1970s and 80s (Morse, 2019). In education, incorporating policy action as a

Education Inclusion of advocacy education in professional education is

strongly associated with students' professional advocacy

involvement (Poole et al., 2019)

Integration of policy work within community health nursing

clinical or nursing capstone course (Byrd et al., 2012)

Undergraduate nursing students’ political astuteness was

associated with school administrators’ and faculties’ involvement

(Rains et al., 2001)

Nursing students were focused on the needs of the people they

serve and interested in practical activism (testimony at school

board hearing, advocating for changes to institutional policy) but

did not have a deeper level of understanding of policy compared

to political science students (Rains, 2001)

Include anti-racism education and critical race theory to

faculty training, required courses, core competencies

(Coleman, 2020; Mcspedon, 2020)

Use of interdisciplinary resources beyond medicine and

nursing literature (Coleman, 2020; Des Jardin, 2001)

Engage with communities and experts in the area (Coleman,

2020)

Orient students to racism, power, and privilege in US society

and how these impact health and the provider-patient

relationship (Coleman, 2020; Gordon et al., 2016)

Equipped faculty to address social differences that inevitably

arise in the classroom (Gordon et al., 2016)

Continually elicit feedback on courses and syllabus from the

students (Gordon et al., 2016)

Introduction of the Equity Agenda Guideline and its website

resources for supporting health profession educators and

institutions to train and graduate more underrepresented

healthcare providers (Effland et al., 2018)

Deliberate curriculum development to strengthen a culture

that respects diversity, equity, and inclusion among faculty at

institutions of nursing (Effland & Hays, 2018; Effland et al., 2020)

Promote the enrollment and retention of students of color,

diversifying nursing workforce with a focus on historically black

colleges/universities (Mcspedon, 2020)

Simulation training to practice through equity lens (Mcspedon,

2020)

Consider policy, social determinants, and health equity when

planning community courses and across the curriculum

(Quinn et al., 2019)

Involve students to provide health promotion programs to the

communities (Quinn et al., 2019)

Clinical placements focusing on comprehensive community

health are necessary in addition to inpatient setting

placement (Quinn et al., 2019)

Research Using community-based participatory research, nurses observed

and assessed environmental exposures in Uniontown (Amiri &

Zhao., 2019)

Need for research to study impact of changes to courses/curricula

on nursing activism on a larger scale. Many initiatives are single

site or small and show that changes do increase activism but

with statistically significant results (Poole et al., 2019)

Build connections and work directly with surrounding

communities

Expand and present significant examples of nurses’ activism

Use of political determinants of health framework (Dickman &

Chicas, 2021)
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...undergraduate nursing

student political astuteness was

associated with school

administrator and faculty

involvement.

The majority of

recommendations for nurse

activism found in literature

were not based upon research...

part of class requirements (e.g., capstone projects or attending a lobby day), has been well-received by nursing students

(Byrd et al., 2012). Poole et al. (2019) also found that inclusion of advocacy education in CRNA curriculum was strongly

associated with the students’ own political advocacy involvement (r = 0.48; p = 001).

Similarly, undergraduate nursing student political astuteness was associated with school

administrator and faculty involvement (Rains & Barton-Kriese, 2001). With further exploration, the

researchers found that nursing students were interested in activism, focusing on the needs of

the people they served and cared for (e.g., testifying at school board hearings, advocating for

changes to institutional policy) but did not have a deeper level of understanding policy around

activism compared to political science students (Amiri & Zhao, 2019). Lastly, empirical evidence of

the role and structure of nursing activism is limited in research. Only one study was identified that utilized community-

based participatory research of nurses' assessment and intervention for community environmental exposure (Amiri & Zhao,

2019).

Non-Databased Articles. The majority of recommendations for nurse activism found in literature were not based upon

research; these focused on inclusion and expansion of curricular content about anti-racism, health equity, and social justice

in all levels of nursing education. This collective call for expansion of nursing education to incorporate political, professional,

and/or personal activism involves the active participation of faculty and students. Articles included calls to action and

provided examples of policy and activism-focused modifications to nursing curricula, such as encouraging community

engagement, providing opportunities to attend events and public speaking, and teaching students about the legislative

process.

Intentional recruiting and retaining students of color to increase diversity in the nursing

workforce was recommended (McSpedon, 2020). Other recommendations included examining

the impact of changes to courses/curricula on nursing activism on a larger scale using methods

like community-based participatory research (Amiri & Zhao., 2019; Poole et al., 2019); conducting

action-oriented activism through direct engagement with policymakers and political legislators;

and/or connecting directly with communities (Quinn et al., 2019; Ziehm et al., 2019). Finally, nurses' professional mandate and

ethical responsibilities to address injustice and inequities were highlighted across several articles as a basis for them to

engage in activism (Morin & Baptiste, 2020; Weitzel et al., 2020).

Barriers and Facilitators to Activism by Nurses
Several barriers and facilitators to nursing activism were identified at both individual and systems levels. These are presented

in Table 3.

Table 3. Barriers and Facilitators to Activism in Nursing

  Barriers Facilitators

Individual-

level

Lack of knowledge, preparation, and/or guidance (Amiri &

Zhao, 2019; Effland et al., 2018; Zuzelo, 2020)

Perceived lack of influence of nurses’ activism (Effland et al.,

2018; Zaurader et al., 2008)

Role conflict and tension (Morse, 2019; Terry, 2019)

Lack of clear connections w/ stakeholders in the community

and agencies (Quinn et al., 2019)

Overwhelmed by the magnitude of the issues (Terry, 2019)

Worries of being a “lone voice” and being bullied (Terry, 2019;

Terry, 2019)

Infringement on time (Des Jardin, 2001)

Racism (Wall, 2009)

Moral responsibilities & ethical call to address injustice (Des

Jardin, 2001; Wall, 2009)

Professional duty to advocate and promote equity for patients,

nurses, and communities (Morin, 2020)

Self-empowerment to know that individual actions create

collective action and eventual change (Effland et al., 2018;

McSpedon, 2020)
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Tension between one’s beliefs

in doing what was right and

supporting and fulfilling

nursing roles was also a factor.

At the individual level, the

sense of moral responsibilities,

nursing ethics, and professional

duties propelled nurses to be

involved.

Inclusive and supportive

practice settings that enable
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Barriers. At the individual level, concerns about being a lone voice; risk of bullying; and feeling

unsafe and overwhelmed by the magnitude of current social, political, environmental and/or

healthcare issues impeded participation in activism. Tension between one’s beliefs in doing what

was right and supporting and fulfilling nursing roles was also a factor. Other barriers included a

lack of knowledge, preparation, and guidance about how to be an effective activist. Effland et al.

(2020) discussed how some nurses felt they did not know what steps to take to effect meaningful change, which led them to

rationalize taking no actions at all or delaying activist behaviors.

At the system level, both retaliation for ‘going against the grain’ or staking out a position contrary to those of powerful people

and loss of employment were barriers (Des Jardin 2001; Watson, 2020). Discriminatory culture, systemic racism, and lack of

organizational support discouraged nurses from participating in activism (Maldonado, 2014). Another barrier was the

persistent public image of nurses as subservient and ‘mothers,’ limiting nurses’ beliefs on their own capacity to be involved

in policy changes and activism (Des Jardin, 2001). At times nurses experienced tension between the perceived role of nurses

and their individual values and beliefs. For example, a forensic nurse felt a conflict at times as both a forensic investigator and

a caregiver, two roles they identified as different from one another (Morse, 2019).

Another barrier stemmed from overlapping policy and politics. By definition, politics requires

action as a part of a governing body, whereas policy is the plan for action (Merriam-Webster, n.d.).

The intersection of policy and politics in nursing practice led to a general lack of involvement

from political apathy, a sense of powerlessness, and nurses’ lack of knowledge about the process

(Byrd et al., 2012; Coleman, 2020; Rains & Barton-Kriese, 2001; Zauderer et al., 2008; Zuzelo, 2020).

Facilitators. We identified several facilitators for nurse activism in the literature. At the individual level, the sense of moral

responsibilities, nursing ethics, and professional duties propelled nurses to be involved (Des Jardin, 2001; Effland et al., 2018;

McSpedon, 2020; Settle, 2014; Wall, 2009). Settle (2014) found that nurses with a greater concern for the ethical aspects of

their clinical practice, an increased perception of their influence regarding ethical decision-making, and a heightened

awareness of their institution's ethical resources were more likely to engage in nurse activism. In addition, participation in

public policy as a part of educational curricula was associated with political astuteness, identifying the need for tailored

educational curricula for nursing students (Byrd et al., 2012).

At the system level, self-empowerment emerged from knowledge by nurses that individual

actions can also generate collective action and lead to eventual changes. The reputation of

nursing as a caring profession also facilitated activism (Des Jardin, 2001). Inclusive and supportive

practice settings that enable nurses to recognize ethical dilemmas were highlighted as

important facilitators. However, most facilitators at the system level involved education and

training. Use of technology (e.g., emails to officials or reading pieces of legislation available

online); having mentors and role models for students and novice advocates; skill-building education; and collaboration with

other disciplines also facilitated nurses to become actively involved in the pursuit of justice (Amiri & Zhao, 2019; Maldonado,

2014; McSpedon, 2020; Rains et al., 2001; Zaurader et al., 2008; Zuzelo, 2020).

Discussion

Systems-

level

Retaliation and retribution (Des Jardin, 2001; Watson, 2020)

Reliance on single or two BIPOC students/faculty/staff to

provide anti-racist education (Coleman, 2020)

Lack of involvement from Institutions (McSpedon, 2020)

Systematic racism and discriminatory practices that do not

support or allow activism (Maldonado, 2014)

Images of nurses as subservient and mothers limit nurses’

own perceived capability in public policy (Des Jardin, 2001)

Lack of public support for nurses’ activism (Wall, 2009)

Political groups working against activists and putting into

place policies to sustain disparities (Maldonado, 2014)

Nursing’s reputation (Des Jardin, 2001)

Inclusion of policy and politics in nursing curriculum and

continuing education

Collaboration among activist groups and disciplines (Amiri &

Zhao, 2019; Maldonado, 2014)

Use of specific theoretical or research frameworks (Amiri & Zhao,

2019; Zaurader et al., 2008)

Leadership skill building simulation (McSpedon, 2020;

Focus on health to meet the learning needs of students (Quinn,

2019; Weitzel et al., 2020)

Mentorship and role-models (Zaurader et al., 2008; Zuzelo, 2020)

Community buy-in and trust (Amiri & Zhao, 2019)

Non-hierarchical leadership (Maldonado, 2014)

Conducive, inclusive, and supportive practice settings that

enable nurse recognition of ethical dilemma (Maldonado, 2014;

Settle, 2013)

Ease of involvement using technology (Rains et al., 2001)
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In this scoping review, we sought to understand what is currently known about activism in

nursing. We found that nursing activism was largely undefined in the literature, with significant

variation based on interpretation. As well, the concept of activism was often used

interchangeably with terms such as advocacy and political involvement, particularly after 1990.

Though terms such as advocacy are discussed synonymously with activism, they are not the

same. Advocacy is to publicly support an issue or plead a case on someone else’s behalf (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). Advocates

help to bring attention to an issue and support the activist. The lack of a standardized definition prevents a nuanced

understanding of the broad spectrum of activities that encompass nursing activism and accepted variables for activism

research.

This review found that the body of literature on nursing activism consists of a blend of articles describing historical or

present-day activism and articles providing future recommendations for nurses to engage in activism. Historically, nurses

actively contributed to bringing legislative change in the suffrage and civil rights movements; improved access to healthcare

for women and infants; and developed forensic nursing. Although activism is typically associated with political mobilization

such as protests, lobbying, and interactions with legislators and policy, activism in nursing education was also described in

the literature (Byrd et al., 2012; Coleman, 2020; Effland et al., 2020; Gordon et al., 2016; McSpedon, 2020; Poole et al., 2019; Rains

et al., 2001).

Within nursing education, incorporating curricular changes to include activism and advocacy and working with

communities to address health disparities or inequities were the most prominent methods to engage in activism (Amiri &

Zhao, 2019; Morin & Baptiste, 2020; Zaurader et al., 2008). Recommendations for modifying curricula included: (1) introducing

concepts such as anti-racism and critical race theory to faculty development and courses across curriculum; (2) integrating

non-health related content from the humanities into nursing courses to orient students to concepts such as racism, power,

and privilege in U.S. society and the direct impacts on health; and (3) studying the impact of curricular change on nursing

activism (Coleman, 2020; Des Jardin, 2001; Effland & Hays, 2018; Effland et al., 2020; Gordon et al., 2016; McSpedon, 2020).

To enact these changes, capacity building for students, faculty, and related stakeholders is

required. While nursing students seem genuinely interested in the populations they serve and

want to become more involved in political activism, some may lack the political astuteness and

education needed to understand or impact policy. Nursing faculty and administrators have been

identified as key elements of nursing activism but may lack the education and experience

necessary to impact change (Effland & Hays, 2018; Zauders et al., 2008). Partnering with

experienced activist groups locally to build capacity is one place to begin.

Paolo Friere’s “Pedagogy of the Oppressed” (2018) may also serve as a useful framework to integrate activist strategies into

nursing education and practice as well as promoting health equity. Friere’s theory states that people become oppressed

when they are dehumanized by institutions and/or social structures that objectify them. Oppressors see humans as objects;

by suppressing individuals, an ‘ownership’ model prevails whereby the oppressor has control over the oppressed. This model

may be conscious or unconscious in its realization in the real world. Overcoming oppression begins with acquiring

knowledge about the concept of humanization itself to avoid becoming an oppressor. Identifying oppressors together

requires working together to be free from oppression. The goal is not only empowerment of the oppressed, but to become

fully human.

Understanding the source of the oppression from the view of the oppressed is critical; consequently, this methodology is

adaptable to a variety of cultures and contexts. Freire (2018) stated that once the oppressed understand their own oppression

and discover their oppressors, the next step is dialogue, or discussion with others to reach the goal of humanization.

Promoting activism in nursing, therefore, becomes a tool for overcoming oppression both experienced by nurses and those

whom they serve. Recognizing and remembering the humanity of each person cared for by a nurse is a first step that every

member of the profession can take, followed shortly thereafter by naming sources of oppression they experience. This is a

difficult thing to do in the face of structures and systems that discourage this practice. Nonetheless, it is a place to begin. For

those who already integrate this practice into their work, the next step is broader action to dismantle sources of oppression

and potential oppressors within and outside of the profession that were highlighted in this review.

Based on our findings, recommendations for individual nurses and leaders in the profession to take include: (1) actively

recruit and retain nursing students of color while working to diversify the nursing workforce with a focus on historically black

colleges and universities; and (2) working to further engage with communities, increasing political acumen to connect with

policymakers and legislators (Coleman, 2020; McSpedon, 2020; Quinn et al., 2019; Ziehm et al., 2019).

Nursing history is full of rich accounts of active participation by nurses in social justice movements, healthcare activism, and

women’s rights from the 1900s until the 1980s. Compared to this history, present-day activism in nursing has transformed

into more subtle and non-confrontational activities such as lobby days, meeting with legislators, and discussing patient
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advocacy within the confines of the current healthcare system, (as opposed to nurses at the forefront calling for change).

In what may be a turning point, our professional collective response to conditions wrought and revealed by the COVID-19

pandemic has marked a reemergence of historical activism by nurses for health equity and social justice. The COVID-19

pandemic illuminated the role of nursing and has put nurses front and center in speaking about poor working conditions,

safer staffing ratios, and personal protective equipment needed to effectively care for patients and maintain personal safety

(Morin & Baptiste, 2020). These demands were often met with hostility from employers and threats of termination (Morin &

Baptiste, 2020). It is yet to be determined whether nursing activism in this area will result in a sustained cultural change in

the profession, but it is a sign of a potential rebirth.

Implications for Nursing Practice, Education, and Leadership
Nursing Practice. For nurses to gain experience advocating for social issues, they need to seek experiences outside of the

workplace. These experiences often are unpaid and tied to participation in nursing organizations. The literature shows that

undergraduate nursing students are unaware, or just slightly aware, of the relationship between the nursing profession and

public policy (Amiri & Zhao, 2019). Many nurses and nursing students are not involved in professional nursing organizations.

For example, fewer than 10% of American nurses are members of the American Nurses Association or another professional

organization (Black, 2014). This presents a tremendous opportunity for nursing organizations to partner with colleges,

universities, and employers to not only promote the benefits of membership, but also the role they play in representing the

interests of the profession at local, national, and international levels.

Nurses must do a better job to balance the juxtaposition of the role of an employee who

represents an institution and the activist role to speak for important social, environmental, and

political causes. Silencing of nurses by employers, the hierarchy within organizations, and

insufficient interprofessional collaboration is detrimental to individual nurses and the profession.

This can lead to unsafe working conditions, nurse burnout, moral distress, and ineffective

policymaking at local, national, and international levels (Busariet al., 2017; Moss et al., 2016).

Nursing Education. Findings from our review suggest that nurses need to increase their knowledge, skills, and attitudes

and turn their service-oriented mindset towards social activism to have a larger voice in important issues related to the

future of nursing and healthcare. One way to accomplish this is to focus on encouraging nurse educators to include

curricular content to empower and nursing students and help them build activism competencies. Friere’s framework (2018)

on overcoming oppression provides a model for educators to reimagine their work. More immediately, this would be best

done through working to create diverse and inclusive practices, educational content, and research environments that

celebrate nuanced dialogue, dissent, and activism.

Social issues need to be included in classroom and in practice discussions. In this context difficult

racial and socioeconomic conversations can take place to not only address short-term activism

but also to think about and build nursing capacity to discuss long-term and systemic activism

that is needed beyond the hospital/clinical walls. Nurses should be seen as experts with an

important perspective and be empowered to speak up about issues.

Nursing Leadership. Leadership was not discussed within the existing literature but plays an integral role in the

development of nurses to lead causes and mobilize change. In the words of Wharton Management Professor Michael

Useem (2019), “At the core, leadership entails mobilizing yourself and others to make a difference in the lives of many”

(Wharton, 2019, para. 6). We have strong examples of nurse activists as leaders throughout nursing history. An opportunity

exists for members of the nursing profession to create a new generation of leaders who are comfortable integrating activist

approaches into their leadership roles.

Limitations
Although our review highlighted many aspects of activism within nursing, some limitations warrant mention. By limiting to

peer-reviewed articles in the English language, the authors may have missed unpublished papers, dissertations, and theses.

Thus, our findings provide a comprehensive, but somewhat selected perspective of activism. Second, there is no

standardized definition of activism within the literature, and the term is often discussed or used interchangeably with other

concepts such as advocacy, engagement, and social justice. In addition, this review focused on the operationalization of

activism and not just discussion about the concept of activism, which may have limited our ability to fully explore the

literature on the topic. Third, there was a noted lack of theoretical or conceptual frameworks to advance the concept of

activism in the literature.

Conclusion
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The nursing profession includes close to 5 million members in the US, (National Council of State

Boards of Nursing, 2020). As such, nurses are strongly positioned to have an impact as activists if

members of the profession can work collectively to define activism and determine how to best

utilize its strengths to pursue a common agenda to promote public well-being. Despite less

overt nursing activism than in the past, there are myriad opportunities for nurses to partake in

dismantling systemic injustices that permeate American society. Nurses have great potential and power to lead change

within healthcare; to do so, they need to reframe their identity from exclusive ties to individual patients and health systems

to agents of change for better health of our nation and planet. As the Nursing Now USA initiative (ANA, n.d.) continues to

influence national policy centered on education, practice, and employment, this article has responded to the call for

evidence and highlighted tangible recommendations to engage and re-engage nurses, educational institutions, and

organizations willing and wanting to be safe spaces for nurse activism, in whatever form it takes shape.
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