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The Evolving Role of Nurse Leadership
in the Fight for Health Equity
Kristen M.J. Azar, RN, MSN/MPH, FAHA
Devastating disparities in COVID-19 infection and outcomes among socioeconom-
ically marginalized groups have resulted in a public outcry to address longstanding
societal inequities that have contributed to the present situation. Nurse leaders
have an opportunity and an obligation in this moment to lend their skills as sci-
entists, innovators, advocates, and educators to lead in these efforts, advancing
health equity for all.
he year 2020 began with a celebration of
nursing, coinciding with the bicentennial of
KEY POINTS

� Nurse leaders play a crucial role in the
nation’s goal of achieving health equity for
all.

� Nurse leaders are scientists, innovators,
advocates, and educators, and often serve
in multiple roles.

� Nurse leaders can take concrete actions to
promote health equity regardless of their
practice setting.
TFlorence Nightingale’s birth, and was declared
the International Year of the Nurse and the Midwife
by the World Health Organization (WHO).1 It ended
with the most destructive and life-altering global
pandemic in modern history. The Sars-CoV-2 virus has
claimed over 600,000 lives2 in the United States alone
and infected over 33 million worldwide. Devastating
disparities in COVID-19 infection and outcomes
among socioeconomically marginalized groups2,3 have
resulted in a public outcry to address longstanding
societal inequities that have contributed to the present
situation.

Against this backdrop, it seems fitting that the
National Academies of Science, Engineering, and
Medicine (NAM) and Robert Wood Johnson Founda-
tion recently released their joint report “The Future of
Nursing 2020–2030: Charting a Path to Achieve
Health Equity,”4,5 articulating the crucial role nurses
are called to play in the advancement of health equity
for all. Health equity has been defined as “the absence
of systematic disparities in health (or in the major social
determinants of health) between social groups who
have different levels of underlying social advantage/
disadvantage.”4 It means that everyone has a fair and
just opportunity to be as healthy as possible, which
requires the removal of obstacles to health such as
poverty, discrimination, and their consequences.6

While timely, this reinvigoration and call for action is
not new. More than a decade ago, the WHO called for
health equity for all with emphasis on the need to
address the social determinants of health (SDOH).7,8

As the nation undergoes a renewed commitment to
ensuring health equity and combating the societal in-
equities, such as systemic racism, that give rise to health
disparities, nurses are called to help lead the charge. As
the largest health care profession in the United States,
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with approximately 4 million registered nurses,9 nurses
have much to offer as leaders in the fight for health
equity and nurse leaders must have a seat at the
decision-making table. Throughout the pandemic
nurses have played a central role on the front lines—at
the bedside, as scientists, advocates and as health care
leaders. Yet, despite the crucial roles filled by nurses
and their contributions to seeing our nation through
this unprecedented disaster, the voices of nurse leaders
were often absent at the highest levels of strategic
public health and national response.10 The late addi-
tion of nurse Jane Hopkins, a nurse with over 20 years
of experience at both the beside and in health equity, to
the White House Coronavirus Task Force in November
202011 underscores the need for nurse leaders to make
their presence known12 and also recognition of the
unique perspectives and expertise nurses have to offer
in public health crises and beyond.

Equity is a central tenet of nursing practice.13,14 If
nursing is to realize the lofty goals set before it by the
NAM, to chart a path to health equity for our patients,
communities, and the nation; we must identify ways to
amplify the voices of nurse leaders moving forward,
reflecting on missed opportunities of the recent past.
To do this, we must recognize and leverage the
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various roles nurse leaders currently play in advancing
health equity as scientists, innovators, advocates, and
educators.

NURSE LEADERS ARE SCIENTISTS
Nurses have been generating new knowledge through
research for decades, independently leading clinical
and public health research studies, and also working in
partnership with scientists in other fields, such as
pharmacy, nutrition, medicine, and engineering.15,16

Nursing research has a long history of advancing
theoretical perspectives and research regarding health
disparities.17-21 In May 2021, the National Advisory
Council for Nursing Research issued recommendations
for potential future National Institute of Nursing
Research (NINR) focus areas that include dismantling
structures that perpetuate racism and impede health
equity, and using nursing science’s multilevel perspec-
tive to develop and implement interventions to address
SDOH across the lifespan.22,23 Over 75% of studies
funded through the NINR involve clinical research,
and 32% of NINR’s funding supports research focused
on eliminating health disparities.24

With advances in health information technologies,
nurse scientists are increasingly generating and using
large and complex datasets for health services research.
In recent years, the National Institutes of Health,
including the NINR, have placed increasing emphasis
on enhancing and integrating the data sciences into the
health research enterprise.25 This is especially relevant
and timely given the dire need to consider the impact
of social determinants on health equity. The socio-
economic consequences of the pandemic are severe
and will have long-lasting effects, even as the pandemic
abates.26 These include a widening of existing dispar-
ities as a result of lack of mental health access, barriers
to telehealth, greater barriers to health care overall,
and income disparities. Nurse scientists are well posi-
tioned to leverage analytic skills independently and as
members of multidisciplinary research teams to ask
important questions to identify the causal mechanisms
that perpetuate inequities with a lens and perspective
that is unique to nursing.

To do this, they will need SDOH data. In 2014, the
NAM (formerly Institute of Medicine) recommended
SDOH information be collected within electronic
health records (EHR).27 In addition to analyses, nurse
scientists can help to ensure the development and
implementation of safe, effective, and ethical data sys-
tems, and clinical data collection procedures.26 Nurses
are often the keepers of important information about
the social conditions affecting health for their pa-
tients,28 in part because of the therapeutic relationship
that is established. This experience can be used to
inform ways to include this information within EHRs,
in order to facilitate population health research and
program development. Nurse scientists can use data
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science to enhance the efforts to understand contribu-
tors to disparities and develop equitable and effective
strategies to help individuals and caregivers manage,
for example, chronic illness.25

NURSE LEADERS ARE INNOVATORS
Post-pandemic, health equity work is entering a new
era—one that is focused on solutions and change. To
date, much work has been done to identify, with evi-
dence, long-standing and persisting disparities. More
recently, there has been more of an emphasis on the
development and deployment of solutions that can pro-
duce real change toward achieving equitable health care
outcomes for all. Nurse leaders are uniquely poised to aid
in these efforts as well. Nurses have always been in-
novators and are responsible for innovations which
include the crash cart, feeding tube, pediatric pain scale,
and neonatal phototherapy.29 The formal role of a nurse
innovator has been described as cultivating and advo-
cating for the development of concepts and processes that
elevate health care,30 and roles are emerging in health-
care systems and private industry for nursing innovation
specialists and officers.29 Additionally, nurse innovators
build partnerships with other health care professionals
and institutions for collaborative work involving inter-
disciplinary and multidisciplinary team members across
the disciplines of engineering, design, and medicine.

Over the past decade, numerous initiatives have
emerged, all intended to catalyze nurse-led innovations.
Examples include the Johnson & Johnson–sponsored
initiative to support nurse-led innovation, “J&J Inno-
vation 101,” highlights the potential for nurses to lead
in the development of new models of care, safety
practices, more efficient processes, as well as in-
novations that tackle social challenges to improve pa-
tient outcomes.31 In 2016, members of the 2014 Robert
Wood Johnson Executive Nurse Fellow Cohort pro-
duced “The Innovation Road Map: A Guide for Nurse
Leaders,” with the intention of equipping nurse leaders
with the means to introduce innovation into their
practice settings and organizations.32 The guide artic-
ulates the characteristics and components of innovation,
emphasizing the necessity of divergent thinking, risk
taking, failure tolerance, agility, and autonomy to make
change.32

In 2018, the American Nurses Association (ANA)
established an annual “Innovation Award” aiming to
highlight, recognize, and celebrate nurse-led innova-
tion that improves patient safety outcomes.33 The
awards are presented to a nurse or a nurse-led team
whose product, program, project, or practice best
exemplify nurse-led innovation in patient safety and/or
outcomes. The recently revamped website affirms the
ANA’s stated dedication to building a culture of inno-
vation across the nursing profession.33 The initiative
seeks to connect nurses with educational and aspira-
tional content, and events, and even has an
www.nurseleader.com
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accompanying podcast33 dedicated to inspiring nurse-
led innovation. Nurse leaders can seize these oppor-
tunities to contribute to innovations that will advance
the science of health equity as well as incubate novel
and effective health equity solutions.

NURSE LEADERS ARE ADVOCATES
Americans have rated nurses as the most ethical and
honest profession, according to the most recent Gallup
poll,34 for the 19th year in a row.35 Nurses have been
the number 1 ranking profession since the inception of
the Gallup list in 1999 with the exception of 1 year, and
the most recent 2020 poll revealed record setting
numbers, where 89% of Americans rated nurses’
honesty and ethical standards as “high’’ or “very
high.”35 Given the public’s trust in nursing, nurse
leaders have an obligation to be good stewards of that
trust, serving as healers as well as advocates.

Nurses are called to be advocates by virtue of our
profession, and advocacy is a standard of practice for
public health nursing.36 In 2014, The Association of
Public Health Nurses (APHN) established a Health
Equity and Social Justice Committee for the purposes
of updating the Association’s position on these impor-
tant principles in order to continue to provide guidance
to practicing public health nurses.15 APHN defines
health equity as “an ideal state marked by fairness and
the achievement of optimal health and well-being for
all populations, where disparities in health status are
eliminated across populations by race, ethnicity,
gender, gender identity, geography, disability, religion,
sexual [orientation] and mental status.”15 Public health
nurse leaders often find themselves in roles that compel
them to communicate information about communities,
including the importance of language and culture, to
policy makers in a way that catalyzes strategic mobi-
lization to improve the health status of people living in
those communities.15

In January 2021, President Biden and Vice Presi-
dent Harris released a National Strategy and COVID-
19 Health Equity Task Force specifically aimed at
addressing COVID-19–related health and social in-
equities.37 A nurse, Mary Turner, was named as 1 of
the 12 task force members to contribute to policy
development intended to address COVID-19–related
inequities. While this is a step in the right direction, it is
imperative that nurses continue to embrace their po-
tential to advocate and lead in times of public health
crises such as the health equity crisis that will persist
long after the COVID-19 pandemic abates. Nurse
leaders must confidently assert themselves on matters
of health policy, extending the role of patient advocate
beyond the bedside and into the community.

NURSE LEADERS ARE EDUCATORS
Nursing faculty carry the important responsibility of
ensuring that tomorrow’s nurses and nurse researchers
www.nurseleader.com
are ready to care for and conduct research with diverse
and sometimes marginalized or vulnerable pop-
ulations. In 2018, although 19.3% of nurses completed
graduate school training, only 1.9% of the nation’s
registered nurses held a doctoral degree as their highest
educational preparation,38 and the current demand far
exceeds supply.9,39 According to the American Asso-
ciation of Colleges of Nursing report on 2019-2020
Enrollment and Graduations in Baccalaureate and
Graduate Programs in Nursing, nursing schools in the
United States (U.S.) turned away more than 80,000
qualified applications from baccalaureate and graduate
nursing programs in 2019 due in part to an insufficient
number of faculty and the majority of respondents
identified faculty shortages as a top reason for not
accepting all qualified applicants into their programs.9

This shortage has prompted multiple efforts to increase
support for more nursing faculty to meet demand.9

More than a decade ago, nursing education
experienced a refocusing of efforts from training
alone to education that incorporates health dis-
parities and SDOH.40 Given the recognized and
central role racism, stereotyping, segregation, and
classism play in health equity and SDOH, nurse
educators must address through nursing training
the complex relationships that exist between the
individual, interpersonal, institutional, social, and
political factors that influence health.40 Strategies to
promote cultural humility41 and community-based
participatory methods play a key role in
continued progress and future efforts to realize the
role of nursing in advancing health equity. Towards
this end, nurse educators must support, foster, and
broaden these opportunities.

In addition to training upcoming generations of
nurses and nurse scholars, nurse leaders are called to
critically assess and combat institutionalized racism
within the nursing profession itself.42 Recent statistics
reported in the Health Resources and Services
Administration National Sample Survey of Registered
Nurses,38 reveal that the nursing population in the U.S.
consists of 10.2% Hispanic, 7.8% Black, 5.2% Asian,
and 0.3% American Indian/Alaska Native nurses. By
contrast, the race/ethnic distribution of the US popu-
lation, based on the 2020 Census, is 18.5% Hispanic or
Latino, 13.4% Black, and 5.9% Asian.43 Additionally,
according to the most recent National Nursing Work-
force Survey performed by the National Council of
State Boards of Nursing, while the proportion of male
nurses has increased to 9% compared to just 2% in
197044, it continues to reflect an opportunity for
diversification of the profession. Nurse leaders, espe-
cially in education, have a crucial role to play in
diversifying the nursing workforce and, in doing so,
ensuring diversity in nurse leadership for the future.
Some recommendations for how nurse leaders may
facilitate this include strengthening a commitment by
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nurse leadership in academia and nursing schools to
increase the diversity within the nursing workforce by
implementing and evaluating innovative recruitment
strategies.42

WHAT NURSE LEADERS CAN DO TODAY TO
ADVANCE HEALTH EQUITY
Nurse leaders have an undeniable opportunity to lead
the way on the path towards achieving health equity
for all. Regardless of the specific leadership role(s),
nurse leaders can take tangible steps to move the
nation towards this goal. For example, nurse scientists
can ensure SDOH are not only present in the EHR
but also that the information is utilized for improving
care and care outcomes. Nurse innovators can use
patient information and an understanding of patient
experience to identify and develop new solutions to
address inequities in health care both within clinical
settings and communities. As advocates, nurse leaders
must be active in local and national legislative dis-
cussions to ensure that nursing’s voice is heard, and
unique perspectives are shared. Finally, nurse educa-
tors and administrators of nursing schools have an
opportunity to remove barriers to nursing education
for students from socioeconomically disadvantaged
groups. Further, leaders in nurse education can pri-
oritize the creation and integration of educational
content intended to reduce racism and other forms of
systemic discrimination.42

CONCLUSION
Nurse leaders are scientists, innovators, advocates, and
educators—and often a combination of many or all of
these roles. As such, now is the time to realize our full
potential as leaders and change-makers toward
advancing health equity for all.
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