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UNDERSTANDING THE
FOUNDATION OF PROFESSIONAL
NURSING

The nursing profession stands as one of
the most trusted and essential pillars of
modern healthcare. At the heart of this
profess ion  l ie  the  Scopes  And
Standards  Of  Nursing  Practice,  a
comprehensive  framework  that  defines

what  nurses  can  do,  how they  should
perform their  duties,  and  what  ethical
and legal responsibilities they hold. For
both  aspiring  nurses  and  seasoned
practitioners,  understanding  these
parameters is not merely an academic
exercise—it  is  a  daily  necessity  that
ensures  patient  safety,  professional
accountability,  and  high-quality  care.
This article explores the intricate layers
of nursing scope and standards, offering
a thorough examination of their origins,
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components, practical applications, and
evolving nature.

DEFINING THE SCOPE OF
NURSING PRACTICE

The scope of nursing practice refers to
the  full  range  of  roles,  functions,
responsibilities,  and  activities  that  a
registered nurse is educated, competent,
and authorized to perform. This scope is
not a static set of rules; rather, it is a
dynamic boundary that shifts based on
education,  experience,  regulatory laws,
and  the  specific  clinical  setting.  The
Scopes  And  Standards  Of  Nursing
Practice  serve as  a  protective barrier
for  both  the  nurse  and  the  patient,
ensuring  that  care  is  delivered  by
qualified  individuals  within  legal  and
ethical  limits.

The Regulatory
Framework
Behind Nursing
Scope
Each country,  and often each state or
province within a country, establishes its
own nurse practice act. These acts are
legal  statutes  that  define  the  scope  of
pract ice  for  nurses  wi th in  that
jurisdiction.  In  the  United  States,  for
example,  each  state  board  of  nursing
enforces  its  own  nurse  practice  act,
which  outlines  the  specific  tasks  and
procedures that  a  nurse may perform.
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These  regulations  are  designed  to
protect  public  health  and  safety  by
ensuring  that  nurses  do  not  practice
beyond their competency level.

Key Factors That
Influence Scope

Education and Credentialing:
Advanced practice nurses, such as
nurse practitioners or clinical nurse
specialists, hold a broader scope
than licensed practical nurses or
registered nurses with
foundational training.
Experience and Competency: A
nurse with years of specialized
experience may be permitted to

perform certain procedures that a
novice nurse cannot, even if both
hold the same license.
Practice Setting: The scope of
practice in a rural clinic may differ
significantly from that in a large
urban teaching hospital due to
available resources and support
systems.
Population Served: Pediatric
nurses, geriatric nurses, and
emergency nurses each have
scopes tailored to the unique
needs of their patient populations.

THE STANDARDS OF NURSING
PRACTICE: A BLUEPRINT FOR
EXCELLENCE

While  scope  defines  what  nurses  are
permitted  to  do,  standards  define  how
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they  should  do  it.  The  Scopes  And
Standards Of Nursing Practice work
together to provide a complete picture of
professional  nursing.  Standards  are
authoritative  statements  that  describe
the level of performance expected of all
nurses .  They  are  deve loped  by
professional  organizations,  particularly
the  American  Nurses  Association,  and
are  regularly  updated  to  reflect  current
evidence  and  best  practices.

Two Core
Categories of

Standards
Standards  of  nursing  practice  are
generally  divided  into  two  overarching
categories:  standards  of  care  and
standards  of  professional  performance.
Standards  of  care  outline  the  nursing
process  itself—assessment,  diagnosis,
outcomes  identification,  planning,
implementation,  and  evaluation.
Standards of  professional  performance,
on  the  other  hand,  address  behaviors
such as ethics, culturally congruent care,
communicat ion,  co l laborat ion,
leadership,  education,  evidence-based
practice,  quality  improvement,  and
resource  utilization.
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The Six Steps of
the Nursing
Process as

Standards
Assessment: The nurse1.
systematically collects
comprehensive data relevant to
the patient's health situation.
Diagnosis: The nurse analyzes2.
the assessment data to determine
actual or potential diagnoses,
risks, and strengths.
Outcomes Identification: The3.
nurse identifies expected

outcomes based on the diagnoses
and plan of care.
Planning: The nurse develops a4.
plan that prescribes strategies and
alternatives to attain expected
outcomes.
Implementation: The nurse5.
implements the identified plan,
coordinating care and employing
health teaching and counseling.
Evaluation: The nurse evaluates6.
progress toward attainment of
outcomes and revises the plan as
needed.

Each of these steps is a standard that
every nurse must  follow,  regardless of
specialty  or  setting.  They  provide  a
consistent  framework  that  ensures
thorough  and  systematic  patient  care.
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THE INTERPLAY BETWEEN SCOPE
AND STANDARDS IN DAILY
PRACTICE

The  relationship  between  scope  and
standards  is  symbiotic.  Scope  without
standards  would  lack  direction  and
quality  benchmarks,  while  standards
without scope would fail to respect legal
and  educational  boundaries.  Together,
the  Scopes  And  Standards  Of
Nursing  Practice  create  a  safe
container  within  which  nurses  can
exercise clinical judgment, advocate for
patients, and grow professionally.

Clinical Decision-

Making Within
Boundaries
Consider a registered nurse working in a
critical care unit. The scope of practice
al lows  th is  nurse  to  administer
intravenous  medications,  interpret
ca rd iac  rhy thms ,  and  manage
ventilators, provided they have received
appropriate  training  and  the  facility's
policies  support  these  actions.  The
standards  of  practice  require  that  this
same nurse assesses the patient before
medication administration, evaluates the
response,  documents  thoroughly,  and
collaborates with the healthcare team. If
the  nurse  oversteps  the  scope  by
performing a procedure reserved for  a
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physician, such as inserting a central line
without  authorization,  legal  and
disciplinary  consequences  may  follow.
Conversely,  if  the  nurse  follows  the
scope but neglects standards by failing
to  document  or  evaluate  outcomes,
patient  safety  is  compromised.

EVOLUTION OF NURSING SCOPE
AND STANDARDS

The  Scopes  And  Standards  Of
Nursing Practice are not relics of the
past;  they  are  living  documents  that
evolve  with  healthcare  advancements,
societal  needs,  and  nursing  science.
Over  the  past  century,  nursing  has
transformed from a vocation focused on
basic comfort and hygiene into a highly
specialized,  evidence-based  profession.
The  COVID-19  pandemic,  for  instance,

accelerated changes in scope as nurses
took on expanded roles  in  vaccination
efforts,  telehealth,  and  critical  care
surge  capacity.

Advanced
Practice and
Expanded Roles
One  of  the  most  significant
developments  in  nursing  scope  is  the
rise  of  advanced  practice  registered
nurses  (APRNs).  These  professionals,
which include nurse practitioners, clinical
nurse specialists, nurse anesthetists, and
nurse midwives, have a scope that often
includes  diagnosing  condit ions,
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prescribing medications,  and managing
treatment  plans  independently.  Many
states and countries have moved toward
full  practice  authority  for  APRNs,
recognizing  that  these  clinicians  can
alleviate  primary  care  shortages  and
improve  healthcare  access.  This
expansion of scope is accompanied by
rigorous  standards  that  mandate
advanced  educat ion ,  nat iona l
certification,  and  ongoing  competency
validation.

LEGAL AND ETHICAL
IMPLICATIONS OF SCOPE AND
STANDARDS

Understanding  the  Scopes  And
Standards  Of  Nursing  Practice  is
essential for legal protection and ethical
practice.  When  nurses  operate  within

their  defined  scope  and  adhere  to
professional standards, they are shielded
by  the  law  and  by  their  employer's
liability  coverage.  However,  practicing
beyond  scope  or  fa i l ing  to  meet
standards  can  result  in  civil  liability,
disciplinary  action  by  the  board  of
nursing,  and  even  criminal  charges  in
extreme cases.  Ethical  dilemmas often
arise at the boundaries of scope, such as
when a nurse feels pressured to perform
a task outside their competency due to
staffing shortages or lack of resources. In
these  situations,  the  standards  of
professional  performance—particularly
t h o s e  r e l a t e d  t o  e t h i c s  a n d
advocacy—guide the nurse to speak up
and prioritize patient safety.
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Documentation
as a Standard
Thorough and accurate documentation is
a  standard  of  practice  that  directly
supports  scope  compliance.  When  a
nurse  documents  their  assessments,
interventions,  and  evaluations,  they
create a record that demonstrates they
acted within their scope and followed the
nursing  process.  In  legal  proceedings,
documentation is often the most critical
evidence  of  whether  standards  were
met.

SCOPE AND STANDARDS ACROSS
SPECIALTIES

While  the  foundational  Scopes  And

Standards Of Nursing Practice apply
to  all  nurses,  specialty  organizations
have  developed  specific  scope  and
standards documents for areas such as
oncology nursing,  critical  care  nursing,
perioperative  nursing,  public  health
nursing,  and  many  others.  These
specialty  standards  build  upon  the
general  framework  and  provide  more
detailed  guidance  for  unique  practice
env i ronments .  Fo r  example ,  a
perioperative  nurse's  scope  includes
tasks  related  to  surgical  asepsis  and
intraoperative patient positioning, while
a  pub l i c  hea l th  nu r se ' s  s cope
emphasizes population-level assessment
and community outreach.
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The Role of
Continuing

Education
Maintaining  competency  within  one's
scope  is  an  ongoing  requirement.
Continuing  education  units,  specialty
certifications,  and  hands-on  training
ensure  that  nurses  stay  current  with
evolving standards and evidence-based
practices.  Many  regulatory  bodies
mandate a certain number of continuing
education  hours  for  license  renewal,
reinforcing  that  the  Scopes  And
Standards  Of  Nursing  Practice  are
not  stat ic  guidel ines  but  l iv ing
expectations  that  require  active

engagement.

GLOBAL PERSPECTIVES ON
SCOPE AND STANDARDS

The  Scopes  And  Standards  Of
Nursing  Practice  vary  widely  across
the  globe.  In  Canada,  the  Canadian
Nurses Association provides a framework
that  emphasizes  the  full  scope  of
practice as a way to optimize healthcare
delivery.  In  the  United  Kingdom,  the
Nursing  and  Midwifery  Council  sets
standards  that  focus  on  proficiency  and
professional  behavior.  In  Australia,  the
Nursing  and  Midwifery  Board  outlines
practice standards that integrate safety,
quality,  and  ethical  conduct.  Despite
these differences, common threads unite
nursing worldwide: the centrality of the
nursing  process,  the  commitment  to



Scopes And Standards Of Nursing Practice 11

11

patient-centered care, the importance of
ethical  conduct,  and  the  obligation  to
practice within one's competence.

Harmonization
Efforts
International organizations, such as the
International  Council  of  Nurses,  work
toward harmonizing scope and standards
across  borders  to  facilitate  global
mobility of nurses and ensure consistent
care  quality.  As  healthcare  becomes
increasingly  globalized,  understanding
both local and international frameworks
helps nurses navigate careers that may
span multiple countries or involve cross-
border telehealth.

PRACTICAL GUIDANCE FOR
NURSES NAVIGATING SCOPE AND
STANDARDS

For  nurses  at  all  career  stages,  the
Scopes  And  Standards  Of  Nursing
Practice  serve  as  essential  reference
tools.  Here  are  practical  ways  to
integrate  them  into  daily  work:

Know Your Nurse Practice Act:
Familiarize yourself with the
specific regulations in your state or
country. Keep a copy accessible
and review it periodically for
updates.
Use Standards as a Self-
Assessment Tool: Regularly
compare your practice against
established standards to identify
areas for improvement.
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Seek Clarification When
Uncertain: If a task or procedure
falls into a gray area, consult your
supervisor, the board of nursing, or
the facility's policy manual before
proceeding.
Document, Document,
Document: Thorough
documentation is your best
defense and a core standard of
practice.
Engage in Lifelong Learning:
Pursue certifications, attend
workshops, and read current
literature to ensure your
knowledge and skills align with
evolving standards.

CONCLUSION: EMBRACING THE

FRAMEWORK AS A
PROFESSIONAL COMPASS

The  Scopes  And  Standards  Of
Nursing  Practice  are  far  more  than
bureaucratic requirements; they are the
professional compass that guides nurses
through  the  complexities  of  modern
healthcare.  By  defining  the  boundaries
of what nurses can do and establishing
the  criteria  for  how  care  should  be
delivered,  these  frameworks  protect
patients,  empower  practitioners,  and
e levate  the  ent i re  pro fess ion .
Understanding  and  embracing  both
scope  and  standards  allows  nurses  to
practice  with  confidence,  advocate
effectively  for  their  patients  and
themselves, and contribute meaningfully
to  a  healthcare  system that  demands
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excellence.  As  nursing  continues  to
evolve,  these  foundational  documents
will  remain essential  tools for ensuring

that the care provided is safe,  ethical,
c o m p e t e n t ,  a n d
compassionate—qualities that lie at the
very heart of nursing practice.


