Has Nursing Lost Its Professional
Focus!?
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Registered Nurses of the 1970s and 1980s promoted the acceptance of the RN as a valued, professional
member of the clinical team. The author, a nationally recognized expert witness in health care administra-
tion, compares that mind-set to the mechanical, nonthinking discharge of nursing responsibilities occurring
in hospitals today. Key words: communjcation, independent advocacy, nursing executive leadership, pa-

tient advocacy, professional behavior

Historical Perspective

In my career as a senior hospital executive,
I had the good fortune to work with regis-
tered nurses who, almost without exception,
were intelligent, well trained, and dedicated.
As an administrator and chief operating offi-
cer, I understood, appreciated, and strongly
supported the efforts of nursing leadership to
promote and elevate the recognition of regis-
tered nurses as professional members of the
clinical team.

Nursing leadership of the 1970s strongly
advocated enhancing and expanding the clin-
ical scope and professional responsibilities
of the registered nurse, and particularly the
baccalaureate nurse. This drive to enhance
clinical decision making occurred in an era
when the professional status, role, and re-
sponsibility of registered nurses were not
well defined, compensation was materially
less than it is today, and the nurse fre-
quently was regarded as the physician’s
“hand-maiden.”

Enlightened and forward-thinking nurs-
ing leaders argued for the profession to focus

on the four-year baccalaureate graduates and
expand the cadre of nurses with the most ad-
vanced scientific knowledgebase. The intent
was not to diminish other caregivers on the
patient care team but rather to enhance the
role, influence, and impact on patient care of
the baccalaureate RIN.

Today’s Reality
As a consultant to health care providers,

my engagements normally include consult-
ing to hospitals, nursing services, and physi-

_ cians. In addition, I provide expert witness

testimony and consultation to attorneys, both
plaintiff and defense, in matters involving
hospital and skilled nursing facility compli-
ance with administrative community stan-
dards. In this forensic arena I have had
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