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Healthcare consumers ex-
pect competency from the
nurses who care for

them—and registered nurses
(RNs) have an ethical and legal
responsibility to maintain their
competency. The scope of the
professional nurse evolves con-
tinuously to adjust to the dy-
namic healthcare landscape,
society’s changing needs, the
political climate, and the ex-
panding knowledge base of the-
ory and scientific domains.   

Competencies defined
The American Nurses Associa-
tion (ANA) states that “assur-
ance of competence is the re-
sponsibility of the profession,
individual nurses, professional

organizations, credentialing
and certification entities, regu-
latory agencies, employers, and
other key stakeholders.” ANA
has 17 standards of practice
and professional performance;
each standard has two parts—a
description of the standard itself
and multiple competency state-
ments for that standard. 
• Standards reflect philosophical

values; they remain stable.
• Competency statements, on

the other hand, are revised as
needed to incorporate ad-
vances in scientific knowl-
edge and expectations for
nursing practice. To demon-
strate competency, the RN
must meet all competencies
for the given standard. 

A general scope and stan-
dards apply to all nurses; addi-
tional scopes and standards ap-
ply to nurses in specialties.
General standards are presented
in nursing school; novice nurses
should be establishing compe-
tency in these areas as they en-
ter practice. 

All nurses should be familiar
with the scope and standards
that drive their clinical practice.
You’re responsible for ensuring
that you meet the competencies
for each standard. To find the
standards, see Nursing: Scope and
Standards of Practice (3rd edi-
tion) or visit nursingworld.org/
scopeandstandardsofpractice or
your specialty organization’s
website. 

Maintaining clinical
competency is your

responsibility 
Learn how to maintain and enhance your competency.

By Margaret Strong, DNP, RN, NE-BC



Maintaining your
competency 
You can maintain and enhance
your competency through educa-
tion, professional organizations,
networking, conferences, webina-
rs, continuing nursing education
(CNE) modules, and certification.
• Continue your formal educa-

tion to give yourself new per-
spectives and keep up-to-date
on society’s changing health-
care needs, the expanding
knowledge base, and political
currents affecting health care.
The 2011 Institute of Medi-
cine’s report The Future of Nurs-
ing: Leading Change, Advancing
Health recommends that 80%
of practicing nurses should
have a bachelor’s of science
degree in nursing by 2020.

• Belong to a professional or-
ganization to stay current on
changes that affect your
practice. ANA’s website also
offers valuable information
to keep you informed of these
changes.

• Attend conferences and meet-

ings where you can network
with other nurses, learn from re-
searchers, gain new information
to take back to your workplace,
and learn about new procedures
your employer can implement
to improve patient care. 

• Complete webinar courses and
CNE modules. But make sure
the information presented
comes from a reputable source.
For instance, Sigma Theta Tau
(International Honor Society of
Nursing) offers webinar courses
that members can access for
free. Another reputable website
is that of the Institute for
Healthcare Improvement’s
Open School at ihi.org/educa
tion/ihiopenschool/Pages/de
fault.aspx. It offers free courses
in five categories that dovetail
with competencies from the
American Organization of
Nurse Executives (AONE) and
Quality and Safety Education
for Nurses (QSEN). (See AONE
and QSEN competencies.) 

• Read peer-reviewed nursing
journals and take the CNEs

they offer.
• Become certified in your prac-

tice area. The American Nurs-
es Credentialing Center (AN-
CC) states that its certification
program “enables nurses to
demonstrate their specialty 
expertise and validate their
knowledge to employers and
patients. Through targeted ex-
ams that incorporate the latest
nursing-practice standards,
ANCC certification empowers
nurses with pride and profes-
sional satisfaction.” If you’re a
specialty nurse, being certified
in that specialty shows the
public you’re competent and
committed to lifelong learning. 
Nurses at all levels should be

actively involved in determining
the competencies they need to
stay current. Remember—you
have an ethical and legal re-
sponsibility to the public, your-
self, and the nursing profession
to provide safe, timely, efficient,
effective, equitable, and patient-
centered care.                             �
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AONE and QSEN competencies     
The American Organization of Nurse Executives (AONE) released a new set of “Guid-
ing Principles for the Role of the Nurse in Future Patient Care Delivery” in 2010.
These principles provide a foundation for determining the competencies future
nurses will need. They include the following:
• The core of nursing is knowledge and caring.
• Care is patient- and family-based. 
• Knowledge is access-based.
• Knowledge is synthesized. 
• The patient remains at the center of care, whether he or she is present in person
or virtually.

• Nurses are accountable to manage the patient’s journey. 
• Nurses drive quality and safety.

Quality and Safety Education for Nurses (QSEN), a project funded by the Robert
Wood Johnson Foundation, has a focused competency methodology whose goal is
to prepare future nurses with the knowledge, skills, and attitudes needed to pro-
vide safe, high-quality care. It identified six competencies, five of them derived
from the 2003 Institute of Medicine report Health Professions Education: A Bridge to
Quality. The six competencies are:
• patient-centered care
• teamwork and collaboration
• evidence-based practice
• quality improvement
• informatics
• safety. 


