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Advocacy 
What does advocacy mean?  For many 
it means the act of speaking or writing 
on behalf of someone or something. 
Certainly, the concept of advocacy is im-
bedded in the foundational documents of 
our profession. The definition of nursing 
as found in the American Nursing Associ-
ation (ANA 2010) Nursing’s Social Policy 
Statement the essence of the profession: 
“Nursing is the pivotal health care pro-
fession, highly valued for its specialized 
knowledge, skill and caring in improving 
the health status of the public and ensur-
ing safe, effective, quality care.”  Ensuring 
safe, effective, quality care requires advo-
cacy.

The Code of Ethics for Nurses (ANA, 
2015) provision 3 indicates, “The nurse 
promotes, advocates for, and protects 
the rights, health, and safety of the pa-
tient” (p. 41).  Provision 6 in the Code says 
“The nurse, through individual and col-
lective effort establishes, maintains, and 
improves the ethical environment of the 
work setting and conditions of employ-
ment, that are conducive to safe, quality 
health care” (p. 95). Then Provision 8 

states, “The nurse collaborates with other 
health care professionals and the public 
to protect human rights, promote health 
diplomacy, and reduce health disparities” 
(p. 129). Lastly, the Code provides further 
direction by “The profession of nursing, 
collectively through its professional asso-
ciations, must articulate nursing values, 
maintain the integrity of the profession 
and integrate principles of social justice 
into nursing and health policy” (p. 151).

Policy 
Policy is described as the choices that 
a society, or an organization, makes re-
garding the goals and priorities, as well 
as the ways in which resources are allo-
cated. Social policy pertains to decisions 
that promote the welfare of the public. 
One example is local ordinance such as 
zoning law that prohibits certain kinds of 
businesses within a designated distance 
from a school. Health policy includes the 
decision made to promote the health 
care of individual citizens.  Examples 
include Medicare and the Patient Protec-
tion and Affordable Care Act of 2010.

Politics 
Policy is accomplished through poli-
tics. Politics is about influencing, which 
implies some capacity to make a differ-
ence in the outcome of a decision. Even 
though competing stakeholders cannot 
get all of the limited resources, they still 
should come to the table where deci-
sions are made. Nurses cannot be part 
of the decision if they are not present. 
Nursing values and needs may not even 
be considered.  

Nursing, Policy, Politics 
The relationship between policy and pol-
itics has been recognized by some of the 
most notable nurses in the history of our 
profession.  Florence Nightingale was one 
of the first to recognize the interplay.  She 
was able to collect the data required to 
influence policy and transform the British 
health care system.  Lillian Wald was the 
driving force behind the establishment 
of the federal government’s Children’s 
Bureau. Mable Staupers led the efforts to 
integrate African-American Nurses into 
the armed services in World War II.

Voting
Participation in politics can vary a great 
deal.  At the very least, the individual 
nurse’s participation should include voting, 
the most basic form of civic engagement.  

We live in a representative democracy 
and it is our elected officials who are part 
of that decision making process that gov-
erns us all as citizens. Government at the 
local level determines how the trash gets 
collected and whether or not it includes 
recycling. Local government is respon-
sible for police and fire protection. State 
governments determine how schools 
will be funded and to what extent private 
schools are allocated tax payer dollars. 
State governments determine the legal 
definition of nursing and scope of nurs-
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ing practice. The federal government de-
cides what portion of the budget is spent 
on defense and how much is allocated 
for programs to care for citizens.

Nurses should vote in all elections, 
not just the general election. To have 
input into whom the general elections 
candidates will be nurses must vote in the 
primary. Ohio has an open primary. This 
means that every two years, voters can 
choose either a Democratic Party or a Re-
publican Party ballot in the primary. Voters 
can also choose to vote an issue-only bal-
lot (if there are issues), when they do not 
wish to vote for candidates in the primary. 
You do not have to vote the party in which 
you are registered for the primary.

Being an Informed Voter  
Check with your county Board of Elec-
tions or https://www.vote.org/if you do 
not know the location of your polling 
place. You can also verify that you are 
registered to vote. In Ohio, voters may be 
purged after six years of inactivity.  

There are a variety of ways to be an in-
formed voter. Candidates have platforms 
and share their views with voters through 
campaign appearances or media. Under-
standing candidate platforms and views 
provides insight into how the candidate 
may be likely to respond to issues of 
concern. Elected officials at the state and 
federal level have official government 
websites, which usually contain email 
addresses. These official websites and 
email addresses should not be used for 
campaign questions or issues about their 
individual campaigns. Instead, voters 
should use the candidate website email 
address for this purpose. Many officials 
have newsletters to inform voters about 
their activities. Federal officials have staff 
in both Washington and in the local area 
to provide information. State Senators 
and Representatives have staff in Co-
lumbus who can be helpful in providing 
information.  

Interest-based organizations such as 

the League of Women Voters, Centers for 
Responsible Politics and some profes-
sional nursing associations are another 
source of information.  These entities 
may track voting records and convey that 
information to their members. Some of-
fer tool kits and a variety of resources to 
assist the voter in understanding issues 
and navigating processes. They may also 
have a Political Action Committee (PAC) 
and may endorse candidates based upon 
their records or platforms for office. 

Political parties are also sources of in-
formation about candidates. Usually the 
party has a platform (policies they stand 
for) though individual candidates may 
not espouse every position of the party 
platform.  Keep in mind that no candi-
date is going to agree with any individual 
voter on every issue. The essential ques-
tion becomes, to what extent this candi-
date shares your own individual values.

Supporting Others in Voting
The American Medical Association 
(AMA) passed a policy resolution in 2022 
declaring voting a social determinant 
of health. The relationship between 
voting and health outcomes is due to a 
variety of factors.  It has been noted that 
people from marginalized backgrounds 
are more likely to be affected by poor 
health and decreased access to voting 
has been associated with worse health 
care outcomes. Not only do nurses have 
a responsibility to vote but also, nurses 
should facilitate the voting process for 
patients.

One way to help is volunteer to regis-
ter voters.  Health care providers and oth-
ers can sign up with Vote-er.org to regis-
ter voters at your institution or anywhere 
else. A “Vote-er” badge can be clipped 
on an ID badge.  Patients and others use 
their personal devices to scan the QR 
code on the badge.  Voters can register 
to vote or request a ballot through this 
non-partisan platform.  A voter helpline is 
available 24/7.

Nurses may help others to vote 
through volunteering for Election Protec-
tion at ohiovoterrights.com.  This organi-
zation spreads the word about the Elec-
tion Protection Hotline (888-OUR-VOTE) 
by distributing post cards, palm cards, and 
yard signs.  Election Protection also pro-
vides poll monitors to help voters at the 
polls. Training is provided for the above 
activities as well as other assistance.

Votefwd.org provides support by writ-
ing letters in a non-partisan fashion. Vol-
unteers download the pre-printed letters 
with addresses and add a personalized 
message about why voting is important. 
The volunteer provides the envelopes 
and stamps.  

The American public trusts nurses 
more than any other professional group. 
For 22 years in a row, the Gallup Poll has 
found this to be true.  The health of our 
community and our country is greatly 
influenced by nurses.  Nurses have the 
power, if only they fully use it through 
civic engagement.  Voting and assisting 
others to vote is the very least of that 
civic engagement.
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