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Chapter 1
What is nursing today?

Karen Elcock

Introduction
One of the most popular questions most likely to be posed at interview for a place on a nursing
course is: ‘What do you think the role of the nurse is?’ While you would expect someone applying
for a nursing programme to have a very clear idea of what a nurse is and what nurses do, it is
surprising how many applicants struggle to answer this question well. Common answers tend to
be along the lines of ‘caring for patients’, ‘giving drugs’ and ‘helping patients get better’. While
each of these is true, nursing is so much more than this. This chapter explores the role of the
nurse and helps you to gain a clearer picture of what nurses do and the many career opportunities
open to you once you qualify.

NHS Careers has a range of videos about nursing which give you some interesting insights.
A good one to start with is Misconceptions of Nursing (http://nursing.nhscareers.nhs.
uk/resources/videos).

• How many of these misconceptions did you hold?
• Has your view of nursing changed at all?

If you cannot access the internet, jot down what you think the role of the nurse is.

Activity 1.1 What is the role of the nurse?

Chapter aims

The aim of this chapter is to clarify the role of the nurse and how different people view
nursing. By the end of this chapter you will be able to:

• describe the role of the nurse;
• describe the different fields of practice in which nurses work;
• appreciate the wide variety of places where nursing takes place;
• demonstrate insight into the varied career pathways nurses can follow.
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What is nursing?
You would think this would be an easy question to answer but, believe it or not, even nurses
themselves struggle to describe exactly what their role is, partly because the role is so varied but
also because so much of their role is hidden and difficult to quantify.

Christine Beasley, when Chief Nursing Officer for England, identified the problem well when she
said:

Nursing may not always be easy to describe but patients know when they get good nursing, and when they

do not. Nursing requires a high level set of skills and understanding which, taken separately, may seem

commonplace and undemanding, but combined as a whole is far more complex and powerful.

(Department of Health, 2006, p4)

If you ask the public you will find there are many different views, and it is likely that when you
have told people that you are applying for nursing you will have received responses that reflect
these views. Bridges (1990) described four stereotypes:

1. the ministering angel;
2. the battleaxe;
3. the naughty nurse;
4. the doctor’s handmaiden.

Many of these views of nurses have been influenced by the media. For example, the Carry On

films and the book and film One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest portray nurses as bossy, matriarchal
types. Television programmes such as Angels and Grey’s Anatomy promote the naughty nurse image
and this is further promoted in the tabloid press and with the availability of fancy dress nursing
uniforms, which are invariably skimpy. Television series such as House, Grey’s Anatomy and ER

perpetuate the myth that nurses are just there to serve doctors – a myth some doctors still believe.
The nurse as ministering angel, typified by the image of Florence Nightingale and the lamp, is
also a popular one, also promoted in the press, although regular reports of poor care have
changed the views of some.

The definition of nursing most commonly cited was written by Virginia Henderson in the 1960s
but is still as relevant today.

Definition of nursing
[T]o assist the individual, sick or well, in the performance of those activities contributing to health or its

recovery (or to peaceful death) that he would perform unaided if he had the necessary strength, will, or

knowledge. And to do this in such a way as to help him gain independence as rapidly as possible. This

aspect of her work, this part of her function, she initiates and controls; of this she is master. In addition

she helps the patient to carry out the therapeutic plan as initiated by the physician. She also, as a member

of a team, helps others as they in turn help her, to plan and carry out the total program whether it be for

the improvement of health, or recovery from illness, or support in death.

(Henderson, 1966, p15)

What is nursing today?
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Henderson’s definition is important as not only does it highlight that nursing isn’t just about
helping people to get better but also it describes the nurse as someone who works with the patient
(rather than just doing to), is a team player and certainly isn’t just someone who does what he or
she is told. This was a fairly advanced view in the 1960s.

The Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC)
and your nursing career
It is important for your future career in nursing, and to prepare for your selection day, that you
appreciate the role of the NMC. The NMC is the nursing and midwifery regulator for England,
Wales, Scotland, Northern Ireland and the islands. Its role is:

• to safeguard the health and wellbeing of the public;
• to set standards of education, training, conduct and performance so that nurses and midwives

can deliver high-quality healthcare consistently throughout their careers;
• to ensure that nurses and midwives keep their skills and knowledge up to date and uphold

professional standards;
• to have clear and transparent processes to investigate nurses and midwives who fall short of

NMC standards (www.nmc-uk.org).

If you are successful, at the end of your preregistration nursing programme you will be eligible
to be added to the register of nurses and midwives held by the NMC and can then call yourself
a ‘registered nurse’. Each registered nurse has a unique personal identification number, or PIN,
and this is required for you to work as a nurse or midwife in the UK. Registered nurses renew
their registration every three years and are required to have kept their knowledge and skills up to
date. In order to renew their registration, registered nurses have to assure the NMC that they
have worked as a nurse for a required number of hours over the previous three years and
undertaken a specified amount of study relevant to their practice. The aim is to ensure that all
practising nurses keep up to date in both theory and practice. So becoming a nurse is not just
about getting the degree – it is a commitment to lifetime learning.

The registered nurse qualification is recognised in the UK and throughout the European Union
and has a good reputation overseas. Many nurses will tell you that it is a huge privilege and
honour to become a nurse and that there is a range of career opportunities available to you once
you have become a registered nurse, in the UK and abroad, and in the NHS, private and
voluntary sectors of healthcare. The world is your oyster!

All registered nurses must all work in line with The Code (Nursing and Midwifery Council, 2008).
This code lays down the standards of conduct, performance and ethics for nurses and midwives.
A word of caution, here: as well as being added to the register, nurses can also be removed from
it if their ‘fitness to practise’ as a nurse is questioned and then proved to be unacceptable. You
will find that we will keep coming back to the importance of professionalism throughout this book
because entering nursing is not like entering most other jobs: people’s lives will depend on you
and if you are to engender their trust then the way you behave both at work and in your personal
life has to be in a way that fosters that trust.
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The fields of nursing
You may be wondering what a ‘field’ has to do with nursing, or why there should be lots of fields
with nurses in them. The NMC, which sets the standards for nursing education programmes,
uses the term to describe the four main areas in which nurses specialise:

• adult nursing: the care of people aged 18 or over;
• children’s nursing: the care of children and young people from birth to late teens;
• learning disabilities nursing: the care of people of all ages who have learning disabilities;
• mental health nursing: the care of people of all ages who have mental health problems

(www.nmc-uk.org).

If you want to undertake a preregistration nursing course you will need to decide which field of
practice you wish to specialise in before you even start the application process, as you will be
applying to follow a programme that leads to registration as a nurse in one of those fields. Some
universities offer joint qualifications, enabling you to register in two fields of practice at the end
of the programme, e.g. registered nurse (adult) and registered nurse (child), but these programmes
are longer to enable you to gain the practice experience and theory input to meet the learning
outcomes for both fields of practice.

Chapter 5 has more detailed information about the different fields and is worth reading before
you make your final decision.

Where does nursing take place?
Traditionally nursing has been seen as taking place primarily in hospitals, but nursing in fact takes
place wherever people live, work, play or are educated (www.nmc-uk.org). Table 1.1 lists some
of the places where nurses deliver care. It is crudely divided between hospital/inpatient-based
settings and community settings, but in reality many nurses work across the inpatient–community
boundary. It should also be noted that many of these settings are as likely to be part of a private
or independent organisation as they are to be part of the NHS. This balance could change either
way in the future.

Careers in nursing
Nursing as a career choice endows these professionals with a range of skills that can enhance all facets of

their life. Nurses with compassion and humanity bring these attributes into many other areas such as

family, friends and social life. The enhanced communication skills required make nurses at ease in any

social situation and able to converse with people from all backgrounds and walks of life. The skills and

knowledge gained in their working life are entirely portable, allowing nurses to practise in very different

settings and with many different patient groups. Career choices, such as research, education or management

along with clinical practice, allow career progression and specialist interests rarely afforded in other

What is nursing today?
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Adult Child Learning Mental health
disability

Hospital/inpatient-based

Medical/surgical Medical/surgical Treatment and Inpatient
units/wards wards wards assessment units

Operating Operating Forensic services Rehabilitation
departments departments wards

Outpatients Outpatients Dual disability Forensic units
departments departments inpatient services

Accident and Accident and Prisons Accident and 
emergency depts emergency depts emergency depts

Critical care units Critical care units Intensive care
units

Prisons Day care units Prisons

Day care units

Community-based

At home At home At home At home

GP/health centres GP/health centres Community Community
learning disability mental health 
teams teams

Schools Schools Schools Day units

Drop-in centres Drop-in centres Special schools Substance misuse
services

NHS Direct NHS Direct Supported living Nursing homes
schemes

Occupational Child and maternal Child and maternal Child and 
health depts health services health services maternal health

services

Nursing homes Hospice GP practices GP practices

Hospice Residential homes Therapeutic day
services

Day services

Table 1.1: Where nursing takes place
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professions. The diversity of practice environments are vast and provide an interesting, rewarding and

stimulating career that lasts a lifetime.

(Elizabeth Robb, Chief Executive, The Florence Nightingale Foundation)

Once qualified, nursing offers a wide range of career pathways. While you do not have to decide
before you start your course where you want your career to go, you may be asked at interview
where you see yourself in five years’ time or how you see your career progressing, so having some
idea will help you to answer those questions if they arise. In reality, many students change their
minds as they progress through their course and have different practice experiences.

Table 1.2 offers a simplified version of the careers framework. The framework provides an insight
into a very small number of possible career pathways available to you once you qualify. Many of
the roles listed are generic titles but in reality many titles specify the nurse’s area of practice.
Examples include:

• staff nurse – endoscopy;
• clinical nurse – specialist breast care;
• children’s community nurse;
• consultant nurse – substance misuse.

Many nurses will move between both pathways of care, for example working in an acute ward
and then moving into a role in the community supporting people with long-term conditions. They
may also move between the role dimensions, for example from a clinical role to a management
role to an education or research role over their career lifetime. The case study on pages 12–13
gives an example of this.

What is nursing today?
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The Department of Health has developed a visual framework to help nurses plan their
careers and NHS employers have built an interactive website around the framework to help
you explore possible career options. Visit the website: http://nursingcareers.nhs
employers.org and browse the framework.

• Has it changed your views about possible careers in nursing?
• What would your answer now be if asked where you saw your career in five years’ time?

Make a note of it in preparation for your interview.

Activity 1.2 Nursing careers
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Pathways Role dimensions
of care

Clinical Research Management Education

First Staff nurse
contact,
access Senior staff Research Team leader Lecturer
and nurse assistant practitioner
urgent Practice nurse
care Nurse adviser 

– NHS Direct

Nurse Clinical trials Ward sister/ Senior lecturer
practitioner nurse charge nurse

Research fellow

Senior practice Reader Modern Head of
nurse matron department

Lead nurse

Practice Professor Board director University dean
partner Chief executive 

officer (CEO)

Acute Staff nurse
and 
critical Senior staff Research Team leader Lecturer 
care nurse assistant practitioner

Nurse Clinical trials Ward sister/ Senior lecturer
practitioner nurse charge nurse
Clinical nurse Research fellow
specialist

Clinical Reader Theatre Head of
director manager department
Nurse Modern
consultant matron

Clinical Professor Policy adviser University dean
professor Board director

Table 1.2: Nursing career pathways

Getting into Nursing C_gk.qxd  23/4/12  15:34  Page 10



What is nursing today?

11

Continued

Pathways Role dimensions
of care

Clinical Research Management Education

Family Staff nurse
and 
public Occupational Research Team leader Lecturer
health health nurse assistant practitioner

Community 
nurse
Practice nurse

Health visitor Clinical trials Community Senior lecturer
School nurse nurse team leader
Family nurse Research fellow

Consultant Reader Service manager Head of
health visitor Assistant department

director

Director of Professor Board director University dean
public health

Mental Staff nurse
health 
and Senior staff Research Team leader Lecturer
psycho- nurse assistant practitioner
social Community
care team learning 

disabilities 
nurse

Clinical nurse Clinical trials Ward manager Senior lecturer
specialist nurse Nurse adviser
Community Research fellow
mental health 
nurse

Nurse Reader Modern matron Head of
consultant Assistant director department

of nursing
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Table 1.2: Continued

Source: adapted from Department of Health, 2009.

Pathways Role dimensions
of care

Clinical Research Management Education

Director of Professor Board director University dean
social services

Supporting Community
long-term staff nurse
care Residential 

care home 
staff nurse

Practice nurse Research Team leader Lecturer 
assistant practitioner

Prison nurse Clinical trials Community Senior lecturer
Clinical nurse nurse team leader
Specialist Research fellow
District nurse

Nurse Reader Community Head of
consultant matron department

Practice partner Professor Board director University dean

Case study

Professor Vari Drennan, registered nurse and registered specialist community public health practitioner,

Associate Dean for Research; Professor of Health Policy and Service Delivery says:

I work as Professor of Health Policy and my passion is to understand how we can improve healthcare

and social care in the community. My job is to provide that information and ideas to people who can

make that difference.

I came to nursing from a Saturday job as a care assistant, caring for frail and disabled older people

in a nursing home. I undertook an innovative course that focused me on public health and community

health, qualifying as a registered nurse, a registered health visitor and with a degree in sociology and
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social administration. My first post as a staff nurse on a medical ward in Southampton University

led me to understand why attention to preventive public health was so important at an individual and

family level. My second post was as a health visitor in the vibrant, ethnically diverse and, at that time,

very deprived area around Portobello Road, London. My daily working life demonstrated the levels of

inequalities in people’s lives and health experiences and that by critically examining how we practised

and provided healthcare we could make changes at some levels. I took every opportunity offered to

enquire into how we could better provide our services, working as a research health visitor on projects

aimed at preventive heathcare for older people and using community development techniques (and

gained my Master’s degree).

I moved into a teaching post (and gained a teaching qualification) to share my knowledge, also

publishing a book called Health Visiting and Groups: Politics and practice as a way of

sharing information with my wider peers. I returned to the health service as a professional development

nurse in Islington, London, community health service, i.e. someone employed to support other nurses

and staff to improve practice and services. I took every opportunity offered to me and I became more

involved in the management of the services. I went on to become both a senior community health service

manager and a head of community nursing (gaining management qualifications). I was leading on

innovative ways to improve the quality of our services and working as part of a team in responding

to new forms of contracting and growing financial pressures.

I moved to a university post (University College London) when an opportunity arose to lead on research

into how best to provide nursing and health visiting in primary care. At the same time I also undertook

front-line clinical practice again. I completed my PhD and co-wrote books for primary care

professionals on primary care for older people and primary care and dementia with a general

practitioner. My research into community nursing workforce was commissioned and used by the

Department of Health (England). In my post in Kingston University and St George’s University of

London, I am undertaking government-funded research into a range of primary care issues; I teach as

well as support nurses and others to learn how to undertake research. My job is to support and nurture

‘enquiring minds’, which I think are the bedrock for improving the types and quality of health and

nursing services.

Nursing has given me the opportunity for a rich and varied career – it offers many opportunities and

routes for people with all types of interests and passions.

continued . . .
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Hall, C and Ritchie, D (2011) What is Nursing? Exploring theory and practice, 2nd edition. Exeter: Learning
Matters.

A really useful overview of nursing, both nationally and internationally, including excellent first-hand
accounts of what it is like to be a registered nurse in the different fields of nursing.

nursingcareers.nhsemployers.org/

Career Planner for Nurses is a website that provides an interactive tool to explore different career path-
ways in nursing and provides a number of case studies of different roles at all levels and fields of practice.

www.nmc-uk.org

Nursing and Midwifery Council website.
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Out of all the career options available to you, nursing possibly provides the greatest range
of opportunities. Once qualified, you can work in a large hospital, in the community, in
teams or alone, remain clinically focused or move into management, research or education,
stay in the UK or work abroad. It is not, however, a career for everyone and the next
chapter will help you determine whether you have the skills and attributes required to join
what is one of the most rewarding jobs available.

Chapter summary

Further reading

Useful websites
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