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ABSTRACT 
Worldwide, countries are seeking answers to the challenge of meeting 
increasing demands to improve quality of and access to primary healthcare. 
An increase in communicable and noncommunicable diseases has stimulated 
governmental and nongovernmental authorities to seek solutions better 
suited for the healthcare needs of their populations. Significant gaps in 
primary healthcare along with fragmented healthcare delivery have 
caught the attention of governments and healthcare planners globally. 
The World Health Organization and the International Council of Nurses 
have identified the potential for nurses, as a resource, to enhance the 
provision of healthcare services. One proposal is the promotion of advanced 
practice nurses such as nurse practitioners and clinical nurse specialists. 
The process of integrating advanced practice nursing into the healthcare 
workforce and diverse healthcare settings is a dynamic process characterized 
by constant change, alterations in service delivery and progress toward 
a new era in nursing practice. The nature of these changes is met with 
both enthusiasm and skepticism. Challenges to successful implementation 
of advanced practice nurses include lack of role clarity and opposition or 
confusion from other healthcare professionals. Preparing for the 
implementation of advanced practice nurses within healthcare systems 
globally requires comprehending the advanced practice nurse concept 
and how health policy impacts their clinical practice. Supportive policy 
formation shapes and influences effective and sustainable implementation 
of advanced practice nurses. This article describes characteristics that 
define advanced practice nursing and identifies policy issues that 
significantly influence optimal scope of practice and appropriate education 
for this emerging field of nursing. The provision of advanced education, 
appropriate legislative and regulatory mechanisms along with anticipatory 
planning need to come together to guide role implementation. As countries 
assess the possibility of integrating advanced practice nurses into the 
healthcare workforce and in order to maximize their contributions, 
service delivery environments need to ensure that practice regulations 
are up to date and appropriate for advanced practice nurses.   
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Introduction 
The escalating costs of healthcare, an increased 
incidence of communicable and noncommunicable 
diseases along with aging populations have 
motivated countries worldwide to consider healthcare 
reform and new approaches toward improving 
primary healthcare (PHC) in the hope of achieving 
sustainable and accessible universal healthcare 
(UHC).  In an effort to meet this challenge, the 
World Health Organization 1,2 and the International 
Council of Nurses3 have identified advanced 
practice nursing (APN) as a potential resource for 
enhancing the provision of healthcare services. 
 

These factors present an opportunity for advanced 
practice nurses (APNs) to contribute to strategies 
that could ease the burden on the provision of 
PHC services 5-10. Acknowledging this perspective 
calls for a dynamic change in thinking along with 
implementation of health policies that promote APN 
clinical practice. Policy processes and decision-
making that lead to supportive policy guidelines 
encourages favorable APN implementation. This 
includes policies and regulations linked to a 
professional standard that adopts a clear professional 
identity, support for optimal clinical scope of 
practice and appropriate advanced education. 
Preparing for the implementation of APNs within 
healthcare systems requires comprehending and 
appreciating how policy or lack thereof impacts 
APN practice. This article distinguishes issues of 
importance to the identity and clinical practice of 
advanced practice nurses when considering health 
policy development. 
 

Providing Regulatory and Legislative 
Guidance 
Health policy guidelines and related actions affect 
institutions, organizations, and healthcare professionals 
that provide healthcare services as well as funding 
arrangements of the healthcare system11. Therefore, 
the context in which the term policy is used must 
be considered in order to identify the intended 
significance12. Health policy helps to clarify priorities; 
it establishes roles and expectations for different 
groups, whether physicians, nurses or administrators. 
The health policy process also helps to build a 
consensus among the different participants in a 
community or a health system. Purposeful policy 
decisions represent a response to an issue that 
commands authority and impacts practice13.  

Guidance for APNs is offered as health policy 
decisions are made in the process of developing 
and evaluating regulatory systems. Regulations 
and legislation in turn promote high-quality care by 
defining the scope and standard of practice, licensure, 
credentials and educational requirements14-16. 
Internationally, regulations and legislation for 
APNs are variable and in many cases either absent 
or excessively restrictive.  When present, policy 
and resulting regulatory mechanisms identifying 
title protection, standardized education and 
competencies have been found to improve role 
clarity and APN implementation. Conversely, 
absence of regulation contributes to lack of role 
clarity and variability in how APNs are integrated 
into the healthcare workforce. Thus, lack of health 
policy to acknowledge and guide APN workforce 
integration can have a negative impact on 
effective role implementation and sustainability5. 
 

In roles across health systems and community 
settings APNs are well positioned to assess individuals, 
communities, and populations; advocate for justice 
and equality; and partner with legislators and inter-
professional leaders to identify, implement, and 
evaluate a strengths-based approach that engages 
communities. Health policy that influences regulation 
and legislation determines what nursing professionals 
can do, how they do it, and what they are paid. 
This becomes increasingly important as APNs seek 
to clearly define this category of nursing.  
 

Health policies and how they are implemented 
shape the direction of healthcare delivery. However, 
too often data and narrative accounts confirm that 
health policy relevant to APNs such as implementation 
of legislation, regulation and a professional standard 
are missing in national initiatives. Practice environments 
are not always well prepared to welcome APNs. 
Healthcare decision-makers frequently do not 
understand the APN concept. APNs are struggling 
to be recognized, to establish an appropriate practice 
standard, and to decide on what education is required 
in order to have their scope of practice legitimized 
and fully utilized in healthcare systems globally. 
 

In order to align APNs as a significant solution to 
closing the gaps and addressing the challenges in 
provision of healthcare services worldwide, 
supportive health policy guidance needs to be 
implemented for optimal workforce integration8,17,18. 
In countries where there are policies in place, the 
guidelines and procedures should be reviewed to 
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assess if there is a need for improvement. The field 
of advanced practice nursing is dynamic and 
constantly changing. Health policy that was relevant 
a decade ago might be considered out of date or 
inadequate in the current healthcare environment. 
 

Discussion 
 

Advanced Practice Nursing Identity: Establishment 
of a Professional Standard 
Advanced practice nurses are skilled in assessing 
individuals, families and community health needs. 
Their education prepares them to provide integrated 
care that includes health promotion and disease 
management. In order to provide these services 
health policies supportive of optimal clinical practice 
need to be considered. Issues that significantly 
impact APN implementation and recognition of 
this advanced level of nursing and that require 
policies are discussed in this section. Throughout 
this article reference is made to APNs in general, 
however, it is worth noting that the following 
categories are considered advanced practice 
nurses with a clinical focus in most countries: 
 

 Clinical Nurse Specialists (CNS): CNSs provide 
direct clinical specialty care usually in hospital 
settings. In addition, they provide consultation and 
administrative guidance to nursing staff and 
healthcare systems in the management of complex 
patient care.  

 

 Nurse Anesthetists (NA): NAs specialize in 
administering anesthesia and providing pain 
management for patients before, during, and after 
surgery, usually in collaboration with surgeons and 
other healthcare professionals. 

 

 Nurse Practitioners (NP): NPs assess, diagnose, 
order and interpret laboratory tests and prescribe 
medications for individuals within a framework of 
collaboration with other healthcare professionals 
within health systems primarily focused on PHC.  

 

 Nurse Midwives (NMW): NMWs specialize in 
women’s health and reproductive care providing a 
range of services including prenatal care, labor and 
delivery, and postpartum care. A NMW combines 
nursing expertise with the midwifery model of care. 
 

In addition, as countries integrate the concept of 
APNs, there is also a tendency to adopt titles, roles 
and levels of practice associated with the setting in 
which they work and the environment of the 
implementing country16,19. 

Title Protection for the Advanced Practice Nurse 
Designation of what title to use in reference to the 
nurse with advanced practice credentials is 
fundamental when proceeding with an APN 
initiative in order to reduce confusion when 
introducing this new professional to the healthcare 
workforce. A clearly identifiable and legally 
protected title safeguards the public from 
unqualified practitioners who have neither the 
education nor the competencies indicated by the 
title. The designated title refers to a certain level 
of confidence with respect to accountability and 
the healthcare services that this professional can 
provide. Once there is consensus on a title, the 
additional policies that guide the APN definition, 
scope of practice, competencies and professional 
standard can be developed relevant to the title. A 
representative and legally protected title is the 
quickest method to communicate to other healthcare 
professionals, managers, administrators, clinical 
staff and the public who these healthcare professionals 
are and what services they provide8,20. 
 

Absence of a legally protected title leads to lack of 
role clarity and confusion when seeking to proceed 
with implementation of APNs17,21. This poses a 
major barrier to role integration for a recognizable 
clinical position that effectively integrates APNs 
into the healthcare workforce. 
 
Scope of Practice for Advanced Practice Nurses 
A defined APN scope of practice describes the 
range of activities related to recognized professional 
responsibilities that are consistent with boundaries 
imposed by regulations relevant to the context 
and setting in which the APN practices. APN scope 
of practice statements define what an APN can do, 
what population can be seen or treated and under 
what circumstances the APN can provide care. The 
scope of practice provides guidance and direction 
to other healthcare professionals, educators, regulatory 
authorities and the public. Once defined, the scope 
of practice and associated competencies are linked 
to a designated title and form the foundation for 
developing APN education and curricula.  
 

In addition, an established APN scope of practice 
is one way of informing the public, administrators, 
and other healthcare professionals about the role 
in order to differentiate the qualified APN from 
other nurses who do not have the qualifications to 
be identified as an APN or have not been authorized 
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to practice in this capacity. Specifying an APN 
scope of practice also assists government agencies, 
healthcare planners and healthcare institutions with 
workforce planning that integrates the APN for 
optimal clinical practice.  
 

An APN scope of practice could originate from a 
professional association or organization as a health 
policy guideline or from a regulatory body as a 
legal requirement. In defining a scope of practice 
for the APN, challenges arise when there is resistance 
to progress beyond the generic nursing definition 
when developing a standard that emphasizes the 
advanced level of knowledge, competencies, clinical 
judgement and decision making that APNs bring 
to their practice setting.  
 
Prescriptive Authority for Advanced Practice Nurses 
Prescriptive authority is an issue that fuels animated 
debate when seeking policy that supports this 
feature of APN practice. The discussion focuses on 
the changes in the boundaries of nursing practice 
and the impact this change has on other healthcare 
professions, usually a concern that it will impinge 
on the professional role of physicians. 
 

The degree of authority and the type of limitations 
placed on APN prescribing varies across jurisdictions. 
Approaches to APN prescriptive authority are 
mirrored in the wider debate on the APN concept 
and level of practice, and reflects the confusion 
that surrounds APN evolution, definition and 
regulation worldwide. Establishment of policies 
and legal authority for APN prescribing may lag 
behind the reality of actual clinical practice.  If 
advancement in nursing is to take place, defined 
prescriptive authority is a requisite for optimal 
clinical practice. Consistency in criteria and education 
for APN prescribing in turn enhances the credibility 
for APN scope of practice. This requires clear 
health policy guidelines and regulation.  
 
Education Criteria for Advanced Practice Nursing 
Education criteria for the APN provide the basis for 
establishing credibility for the advancement of this 
nursing role and level of practice. The current 
international requirement is a minimum of a 
master’s degree3. However, variations exist in entry 
requirements for participants in APN education 
programs and the availability of appropriate 
programs17. The integrity of APN for the future will 
rely on consistency for entry level criteria that a 

nurse must have to begin a specifically designated 
APN program. Education recommendations 
require that curricula content must be specific and 
appropriate to the defined category of APN and 
associated APN scope of practice. 
 
When a consistent standard for APN education is 
lacking the issue of lack of role clarity and acceptance 
in the healthcare workforce continues to be 
questioned. This variability and inconsistency put 
at risk the future of quality care and contributions 
to healthcare systems provided by APN expertise17. 
APN development and implementation benefits 
from the foundation of a consistent and aligned 
education pathway. 
  

Credentialing the Advanced Practice 
Nurse: Certification / Endorsement / 
Licensure / Registration  
Policy decisions guide or determine APN credentialing. 
Credentialing processes and procedures refer to 
the mechanisms that officially regulate and define 
APN practice. This can include but is not limited to, 
the assignment of degrees, authorization, endorsement, 
certification, licensure, accreditation and registration. 
The methods and processes are connected to a 
country’s regulatory traditions and agency resources 
in addition to what level is determined to be 
necessary to authorize a nurse to work within a 
scope of practice for an APN but beyond the 
scope of practice for a generalist nurse20. 
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Box 1. Types of Advanced Practice Nurse Credentialing20,22  
 

Certification enables an individual to demonstrate that a specific predetermined professional 
standard has been met. Regulatory bodies may use identifiable certification processes from 
professional associations as well as governmental bodies to determine APN certification ranging 
from psychometric testing to submission of a portfolio along with a panel examination. 

 

Endorsement when used as a requirement for entry into advanced practice stipulates criteria that 
must be met to be eligible to be endorsed as an APN. Completion of the endorsement process 
authorizes the APN to function in an advanced clinical role. 

 

Licensure often includes title protection and defines the qualifications, and restricts certain practice 
authority to nurses holding the license. It involves the application of validation processes to ensure 
the nurse is safe to practice in a specified scope of practice and has met a predetermined standard.  

 

Registration lists an individual’s name in an official register for persons who possess specific APN 
qualifications. The register is maintained by the regulatory or other official governmental body. 
This a method of identifying the APN but is not a validation of competence.  

 
Credentialing can be considered mandatory or 
voluntary based on the established professional 
standard and requirements for the APN in the 
country and/or region where the APN practices. 
Whichever process is selected, identifying a 
process of credentialing, along with establishing a 
professional standard is essential in supporting the 
legitimacy of APNs within healthcare systems and 
the healthcare workforce. APN role development 
involves a transformation in the role identity of the 
nurse. Even though a credentialing process is 
viewed as fundamental; it is worth noting that an 
overly restrictive credentialing process can impede 
the optimal nature of APN practice. 
 

Health Policy and the Future for 
Advanced Practice Nurses in Healthcare 
Systems 
Health policy will continue to drive consumer’s 
decisions, healthcare funding, research and 
identification of professionals in the healthcare 
workforce. If APNs are considered to be an option 
in provision of healthcare services for the future, 
policymakers and healthcare professionals must be 
involved in developing supportive health policy. 
Skilled leadership and evidence informed decisions 
will be required. Advocating for change requires 
an understanding of how policy impacts APN 
implementation. APNs in the future must themselves 
continue to influence health policy and actively 
guide development in order to respond to 
opposition, overcome barriers and ensure that 
their scope of practice is expanded across all 
healthcare settings 6,8 .

Country Issues That Shape Advanced 
Practice Nurse Development and 
Implementation 
International enthusiasm for the APN concept 
continues to increase. However, it is important to 
recognize that the country and regional context in 
which the APN will practice influences development 
and implementation. Clinical practice for the APN 
requires sensitivity to the nursing, medical and 
societal cultures of the populations they will take 
care of. The professional status of nurses and their 
ability to introduce a new category of clinical practice 
will influence the ability to successfully initiate an 
APN scheme. The maturity of nursing in the country 
can be assessed by the level of education for 
nurses, the presence of other nursing specialties, 
existing policies specific to nurses (i.e. a nurse 
practice act) and the extent of nursing research20. 
 

Conclusion 
Understanding the significance of how health 
policy impacts components of APN clinical practice 
is fundamental for the successful implementation 
of APNs. The rapid proliferation of technology and 
complex global healthcare needs mandates 
comprehension of the effect of health policy 
decisions and their relevance to APN development. 
This article describes the importance of this knowledge 
and identifies the issues that require informed 
health policy decision-making. A case has been 
made for the necessity to establish health policies 
that promote legislation and regulations supportive 
of APNs. However, the barriers and challenges 
require knowledgeable and skilled policymakers, 
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health professionals and APNs to collaborate in 
establishing and promoting sound health policies.   
 
Integration of APNs in the healthcare workforce is 
a powerful strategy that addresses global health 
challenges in seeking to achieve universal 
healthcare. The path forward requires an evidence 
informed approach to identify hurdles to 
implementation while fostering supportive policy 
environments. Promoting the expertise of APNs 
underscores the aim to improve health outcomes 
and build responsive healthcare systems by 
increasing access to quality healthcare services.  
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