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Abstract

The European strategic directions for strengthening nursing and midwifery towards Health 2020 goals 
is a technical guide for Member States, supported by the WHO Regional Office for Europe to enable 
and enhance the contribution of nurses and midwives to achieve the Health 2020 goals. The docu-
ment provides a strategic framework for action – the first of its kind in the WHO European Region. It 
identifies 12 objectives, four priority action areas and four enabling mechanisms that align policy and 
practice with the Health 2020 vision, and helps Member States to strengthen nursing and midwifery 
within the context of their own country plans.
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Foreword

Health 2020, the policy framework for health and well-being in the WHO European Region, highlights the 
key and increasingly important role that nurses and midwives play in society’s efforts to tackle today’s pub-
lic health challenges in ensuring the continuity of care and addressing people’s rights and changing health 
needs. Nurses and midwives collectively form the largest component of the health workforce, and have close 
contact with many people across the age continuum and in all health-service areas. To ensure the full poten-
tial of this large and important resource is realized, as service needs and population health demands change, 
so must the knowledge, skills and service delivery models employed by nurses and midwives.

Work led by the WHO Regional Office for Europe has shown that much good work is underway that demon-
strates how nursing and midwifery practices are evolving across the Region. Excellent examples are available 
of nurses and midwives applying advanced skills in their practice and often being the lead health profes-
sionals in service delivery. A key concept underpinning the strengthening of health systems in Health 2020 
is the utilization of a people-centred approach to service delivery, which means services are comprehen-
sive, continuous, ethical, safe and sustainable, and that they meet the individual’s needs. Evidence suggests 
that initiatives for service change that employ nurses and midwives with enhanced or advanced skills are 
addressing many serious issues, such as unclear or misaligned patient pathways, fragmented professional 
roles, compromised access and discontinuity of care and inadequate cross-sector work. A growing body 
of evidence shows these new models for services and nursing and midwifery practice are leading to cost-
effective, people-centred services with better patient outcomes. Education has significantly improved, with 
more nurses and midwives receiving initial preparation at degree level and having the opportunity for con-
tinuing professional development that continues to build their knowledge and skills to ensure they remain 
fit for purpose. Progress across the Region is patchy, however, and much clearly remains to be done to fully 
mobilize the contribution of these two professional groups.

This document on strategic directions resulted from much debate, consultation and discussion with senior 
nursing and midwifery leaders in the Region; it is a technical document setting out agreed actions to be 
taken to support the implementation of Health 2020 by the nursing and midwifery professions. While the 
document focuses on nursing and midwifery practice, it fully recognizes that these practitioners work in 
complex health systems, alongside many other workers delivering health and social care. Multidisciplinary 
and interprofessional models for education and service delivery are key to providing fully integrated, people-
centred care. 

The staff of the Regional Office are committed to supporting work at the country and regional levels to 
ensure the continued development and redesign of the health workforce, underpinned by research and evi-
dence, and will continue to support activities that promote, disseminate and implement innovative practices 
that result in benefits to patients and populations.

Dr Zsuzsanna Jakab
WHO Regional Director for Europe
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1.  Introduction

Nurses and midwives have key and increasingly important roles to play in society’s efforts to tackle public 
health challenges and in delivering safe, high-quality, effective and efficient health services. These profes-
sions are vital to protecting and improving health by supporting people to manage their own health, and 
ensuring access and continuity of care when patients need it. This dual approach is central to meeting 
changing health care needs.

This document aims to guide Member States in enabling and enhancing the contribution of nurses and mid-
wives to achieving the Health 2020 goals of improving the health and well-being of populations, reducing 
health inequalities, strengthening public health and ensuring sustainable, people-centred health systems. It 
builds on the values and principles endorsed in Health 2020: a European policy framework and strategy for 
the 21st century (1) and outlined in the global Strategic Directions for Strengthening Nursing and Midwifery 
Services 2011–2015 (2).

This is a framework to strategize action – the first of its kind in the WHO European Region. It sets out 
how to maximize nursing and midwifery potential, and enables their full contributions for supporting 
Health 2020 implementation with clear action lines. It identifies 12 objectives, four priority action areas and 
four enabling mechanisms that align policy and practice with the Health 2020 vision, and helps Member 
States to strengthen nursing and midwifery within the context of their own country plans (see Section 4). 
Annexes 1 and 2 present a suggested plan of work by which Member States and stakeholders can work with 
the WHO Regional Office for Europe in implementing the actions needed to deliver these objectives.

2.  Health trends and challenges in the Region

Wide variations exist in the patterns of health and disease in the 53 Member States of the Region. While 
positive health gains were reported in the last 20 years, not all countries have benefited to the same extent. 
Health-related inequities exist between and within countries and populations according to ethnicity, gen-
der, socioeconomic status, educational level and geographical area. In 2012, the infant mortality rate in the 
poorest countries in the Region was nine times higher than that in the richest. While wider determinants of 
health, e.g. social factors and education, are the biggest factors affecting health outcomes and inequalities, 
health care and thus supply of health care professionals are significant contributors (3). Health workforce 
maldistribution and shortages are clearly associated with poor health outcomes (4). This situation is exac-
erbated by the growing problem of health workforce mobility and migration in many countries across the 
world, including many European countries, which can lead to a strain on services.

Noncommunicable diseases are the leading causes of mortality and morbidity in the Region and account for 
86% of deaths and 77% of the disease burden (5). Cardiovascular diseases and cancer are the main killers, 
with disadvantaged populations displaying the highest prevalence and mortality. Mental health disorders 
are also on the rise and are among the most common contributors to chronic conditions in Europe. The 
current number of older people and predictions for their increased numbers are particular challenges for the 
health and social sectors, requiring governments to support people in remaining as healthy and independ-
ent as possible. Furthermore, preventing communicable diseases such as tuberculosis and HIV/AIDS and 
outbreaks of pandemics continue to be priority areas.

Primary health care remains a cornerstone of health systems in the 21st century. Recognizing patients as 
partners in their own care, and extending supported self-care and community-based solutions require re-
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newed emphasis on the need for effective primary health care. Primary care innovations need to include 
extending the use of technologies for communication, decision support, and remote health and care support 
(for example, patients with chronic illness monitoring their own conditions and discussing results and ac-
tions with nurses online). Integrated care is important, providing the best quality care for patients and the 
best value. Interprofessional collaboration in education, practice and research is a priority and a means of 
fostering team work and mitigating the health workforce imbalances and shortages (6). WHO recognizes 
that interprofessional education in particular enables effective collaborative practice, which is key in opti-
mizing the skills of team members, case management and in the provision of better health services, which 
leads to improved health outcomes.

The next decade is likely to be challenging for Member States due to the consequences of the international 
financial and economic crisis and the continued problems of social exclusion, and health inequality. Accord-
ing to research on recent previous economic downturns, the main impacts tend to be on health and social 
issues, with poorer areas taking longer to return to previous levels (7).

3. T owards a new era

3.1  Health 2020

Health 2020 is the European policy framework for health and well-being, adopted by the 53 Member States 
of the Region in September 2012. It aims to support action across government and society to “significantly 
improve the health and well-being of populations, reduce health inequalities, strengthen public health and 
ensure people-centred health systems that are universal, equitable, sustainable and of high quality” (1). 
Health 2020 builds on the previous Health for All policies including Health 21 (8), the Tallinn Charter: 
Health Systems for Health and Wealth (9) and the United Nations Millennium Development Goals (10). Fig. 
1 presents four priority action areas of Health 2020; one of which is strengthening people-centred health 
systems and public health. The policy framework is also inextricably linked with the renewed emphasis on 
primary health care set out in The World Health Report 2008. Primary Health Care – Now More Than Ever 
(11). The European action plan Strengthening public health services and capacity (12) focuses on this action 
area, as do people-centred health systems (13), which presents operational products and services under the 
programmes of the Regional Office.

Health 2020 supports integrated whole-of-government and whole-of-society approaches, as well as a global 
partnership in order to successfully address the disease burden, and enable people to improve their health 
by tackling the determinants of health. Good health benefits all sectors through increased productivity and 
healthier ageing. Fostering collaboration with civil society and communities ensures that health systems 
are person centred, comprehensive, accessible and integrated and that primary health care is strengthened. 
Health 2020 highlights nurses and midwives as having key roles to play in society’s efforts to tackle public 
health challenges and in ensuring access to health services and continuity of care, as well as addressing peo-
ple’s rights and changing needs.
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Fig. 1. Health 2020 policy framework

3.2  Moving forward in the spirit of the Munich Declaration

The Munich Declaration: Nurses and Midwives: A Force for Health, 2000 (14) was only the second WHO 
policy statement on nursing and midwifery in the Region endorsed by ministers of health. The first, the 
Vienna Declaration on Nursing in Support of the European Targets for Health for All, 1998 (15), focused on 
nurses’ and midwives’ roles in achieving the Health for All targets.

Health 2020 provides an opportunity for the Regional Office and Member States to re-engage with the senti-
ments expressed in the Munich Declaration, which recognizes that nurses and midwives are a real force in 
public health and effective contributors within health systems. Despite the enormous social and economic 
changes over the past decade, the principles highlighted by the Munich Declaration are just as relevant to-
day.

Nurses and midwives deliver the highest proportion of direct patient/client care and have close contact with 
large numbers of the population. There are therefore clear benefits to nurses and midwives understand-
ing the social determinants of health, and being competent in the principles and practice of public health. 
Throughout the Region, the roles and scope of practice for all nurses and midwives should be focused on 
supporting optimal health in people of all ages and preventing noncommunicable diseases and/or the com-
plications of noncommunicable diseases by means of health promotion; primary, secondary and tertiary 
prevention; and empowering people in self-care and changing their health behaviours. Some nurses and 
midwives should also be educated as specialists in public health to work solely in this field alongside other 
public health specialists.

Nurses and midwives together form the largest group of health professionals in all countries, and they are 
central to delivering safe, high-quality, effective and efficient health services. A wide variation in the com-
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position of the health workforce, in education, regulation and the scope of practice for nurses and midwives 
exists between countries.

Health policy priority areas regarding integrating health services and implementing the life-course strat-
egy are setting new requirements for advanced nursing and midwifery practices. Nurse- and midwife-led 
services are being developed to provide equal and improved access and better continuity of care, as well as 
improved health outcomes. Innovative roles such as the family health nurse (16), launched by the Regional 
Office, is focused particularly on promoting and protecting people’s health throughout the life-course, and 
reducing the incidence of and suffering from the most common and preventable diseases and injuries.

Nurses and midwives are recognized as essential members of multidisciplinary teams working to tackle the 
social determinants of health, give children a healthy start in life, promote health literacy, empower self-care, 
support healthy ageing and reduce health inequalities through the Health for All approach. Interprofessional 
learning should be used to create a structured, supportive more nurturing climate for all professions to work 
in an integrated way for the benefit of patients and the community.

In recent years, several WHO resolutions (17, 18) and progress reports (19, 20) recognized that improving 
and sustainable health service systems require educated, valued and properly rewarded nurses and mid-
wives. The importance of a robust health workforce in the strengthening of health systems was recognized 
by the Regional Committee in Europe in 2007 and 2009 (21, 22).

A strong interconnection exists between Member States – this has been evident in the current financial crisis and 
extends to health policy and the impact of health policies across boundaries. This applies particularly to the health 
workforce, and the ultimate goal is for Member States to have national health workforce sustainability.

Evidence shows that healthy, well-supported, well-educated and motivated staff improves the care experience 
and health outcomes. Therefore creating positive work environments, career opportunities, professional rec-
ognition and rewards for nurses and midwives are important. This reduces sick leave and encourages their 
active engagement in the workplace and in the delivery of quality health services. Building health workforce 
capacity (23) and reducing the brain drain of qualified health personnel from developing countries are sup-
ported by the WHO Global Code of Practice on the International Recruitment of Health Personnel (24). Ad-
ditionally health organizations that provide health promoting environments and health professionals with 
good health and well-being are role models in their communities.

4. European strategic directions for nursing and midwifery

The common goal of Health 2020 and this framework is to improve the health and well-being of popula-
tions and to reduce health inequalities. This framework could help guide Member States in enhancing the 
contribution of nurses and midwives in achieving the Health 2020 goals. It aims to support Member States 
in strengthening and sustaining their nursing and midwifery workforces so these professions can actively 
contribute to improving health outcomes. This contribution spans from providing care to protecting and 
promoting health to participating in national health policy implementation and planning. It was created by 
the Regional Office following extensive consultations from nursing and midwifery experts. It is built on the 
principles of Health 2020 (1), the global Strategic Directions for Strengthening Nursing and Midwifery Services 
2011–2015 (2) and the Munich Declaration (14). The sentiments endorsed by the Sixty-fourth World Health 
Assembly in resolution WHA647 on strengthening nursing and midwifery in 2011 (18) and the findings of 
A global survey monitoring progress in nursing and midwifery (20) in 2010 were also taken into account.
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This framework (Fig. 2) outlines four priority action areas and 12 objectives underpinned by four enabling 
mechanisms to strengthen nursing and midwifery services within the context of each Member State’s own 
country plans and in collaboration with the Regional Office.

Fig. 2. European strategic directions for strengthening nursing and midwifery towards  
Health 2020 goals framework

Fig. 2 shows how this framework supports the implementation of Health 2020 through strengthened and 
sustainable nursing and midwifery workforces and services. The remainder of this section sets out informa-
tion and suggested action lines to achieve the 12 objectives and ultimately contribute to the implementation 
of Health 2020. Each of the objectives aligns with particular priority action areas and enabling mechanisms 
(Table 1), detailed below. Annex 1 shows a suggested framework for implementation between Member States 
and the Regional Office.
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Table 1. Priority action areas, enabling mechanisms and objectives

Action area or mechanism Objective

Priority action areas

Scaling up and 
transforming 
education

1. Standardize the initial education of nurses and midwives at degree level 
to get the best outcomes for patients and populations.

2: Develop education and regulation that enables and ensures that nurses’ 
and midwives’ core competencies are in line with the basic principles of 
Health 2020.

3: Strengthen continuing professional development and career 
development.

Workforce planning 
and optimizing skill 
mix

4: Develop workforce planning strategies and policies to ensure a sufficient 
and sustainable nursing and midwifery workforce.

5: Ensure that workforce redesign and skill mix provides safe and effective 
care.

Ensuring positive 
work environments 6: Promote positive work environments.

Promoting evidence-
based practice and 
innovation

7: Facilitate the culture of evidence-based practice in nursing and 
midwifery.

8: Develop, transform and adapt the roles of nurses and midwives in line 
with the goals of Health 2020.

Enabling mechanisms

Regulation 9: Ensure that the definitions of nursing and midwifery are embodied in 
legislation and that mechanisms are in place to safeguard the public.

Research 10: Build nursing, midwifery and multidisciplinary research capacity.

Partnerships
11: Build interdisciplinary and intersectoral collaboration and partnerships 
across society to develop and provide person-centred care and improved 
health outcomes.

Management and 
leadership

12: Strengthen nurses’ and midwives’ inclusion in health policy and service 
delivery decision-making at local, government and international levels.

4.1 P riority action areas

Based on consultations with experts in nursing and midwifery, four priority action areas were identified as 
necessary for supporting nurses and midwives in contributing effectively to the health of their communi-
ties. They are scaling up and transforming education and training, workforce planning and optimizing skill 
mix, ensuring positive work environments and promoting evidence-based practice and innovation. Each 
will progress the Munich Declaration and significantly contribute to the realization of Health 2020 goals.
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4.1.1 S caling up and transforming education and training

It is important that initial training of nurses and midwives promotes a commitment to evidence-based prac-
tice, and competence development and maintenance through engagement in life-long learning as an integral 
component of ongoing professional practice (Box 1). Such life-long learning is not restricted to the academic 
setting and can be pursued through innovative learning models, such as virtual education.

Box 1. Scaling up and transforming education and training
Priority: the education of nurses and midwives is aimed at ensuring that a supply of qualified 
and competent nurses and midwives is available to meet changing population needs, health 
technology and health care delivery models.
Objective 1: standardize the initial education of nurses and midwives at degree level to get 
the best outcomes for patients and populations.
Objective 2: develop education and regulation that enables and ensures that nurses’ and 
midwives’ core competencies are in line with the basic principles of Health 2020.
Objective 3: strengthen continuing professional development and career development.

Undergraduate and postgraduate curricula for nurses and midwives should provide for graduates who are 
competent to meet the needs of a variety of patient groups and of changing health services (25). Public health 
competencies should form part of core requirements in both undergraduate and postgraduate curricula in 
order to scale up health promotion and disease prevention competencies throughout the life-course. All 
curricula should address the key determinants of health, specifically a healthy start for all children, man-
agement of chronic conditions, long-term care, supporting healthy ageing, as well as people empowerment 
and self-care. A key concept underpinning health system strengthening in Health 2020 is the utilization of 
a people-centred approach to service delivery, which means services are comprehensive, continuous, ethical, 
safe and sustainable and that they meet the needs of the individual. Education programmes should prepare 
nurses and midwives with the skills to work in people-centred services. 

Research indicates that the degree level of a nursing education and the patient to nurse ratio are associated 
with reduced preventable hospital deaths (26). It is of utmost importance that patient safety, quality of care 
and the ability to apply evidence-based clinical practice are central to nursing and midwifery professional 
education.

In order to enhance skills in collaborative teamwork and intersectoral cooperation, undergraduate nursing 
and midwifery programmes should be guided by the Framework for action on interprofessional education 
and collaborative practice (6). For example, interdisciplinary education opportunities should be developed 
around specific health topics such as the management of noncommunicable diseases.

4.1.2  Workforce planning and optimizing skill mix

Aligning supply with demand, now and into the future, requires effective workforce planning (Box 2). At 
present, workforce planning methodologies, purposes, approaches and timeframes vary greatly between 
countries (27). Variations also exist among the professions and sectors included in these processes. Work-
force planning should move from traditional unidisciplinary models to multiprofessional integrated work-
force planning and ensure all relevant health professions – including nurses and midwives – are part of the 
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planning process. National tools and planning processes can be informed and complemented by recent ini-
tiatives. Firstly, the WHO action framework for health workforce planning gives access to a range of models 
and tools (28). Secondly, the European Union Joint Action on Health Workforce Planning and Forecasting 
provides a platform for information sharing and learning between countries (29). In addition, it is essential 
that Member States collaborate in contributing to the effective design and implementation of policy sup-
port tools such as the human resources for health databases and the WHO Global Code of Practice on the 
International Recruitment of Health Personnel (30). Member States need to use accurate and complete data, 
appropriate methods and relevant tools to make evidence-based decisions to monitor and plan the nursing 
and midwifery workforce. This not only informs the assessment of workforce demand, supply and mobility 
but also guides appropriate matching of skills with changing health needs.

Box 2. Workforce planning and optimizing skill mix
Priority: a sufficient supply of nurses and midwives is central for ensuring the sustainability 
of health care systems, for enabling health systems to respond to the increasing pressure of 
changing demographics and patterns of disease, and for fully utilizing current and future 
technologies.
Objective 4: develop workforce planning strategies and policies to ensure a sufficient and 
sustainable nursing and midwifery workforce.
Objective 5: ensure that workforce redesign and skill mix provides safe and effective care.

Effective service delivery requires processes to ensure that sufficient staff will be available at the right time, 
and with the right skill mix, competencies and flexibility to deliver high-quality health care. Member States 
would need to determine an appropriate skill mix between professions and occupations as a critical com-
ponent of effective service delivery. Skill mix can refer to the mix of occupations, the demarcation of roles 
among different categories of staff and the combination of skills available or needed (31). Because health care 
is a labour-intensive industry, identifying the most effective mix within available resources is important.

International literature provides a range of methodologies for determining the appropriate skill mix as part 
of a broader approach of resource planning. Reviewing data on skill mix, such as the mix between physicians 
and nurses/midwives or the mix between specialist and generalist physicians, can help inform strategies to 
ensure the most appropriate and cost-effective combination of roles and staff (32).

Since no universal, ideal mix of health personnel exists, skill mix should be determined by identifying the 
care needs of a specific patient population. It is also important to examine organizational and system con-
texts, which define the opportunity for change, such as introducing new roles or developing current roles. 
For example, evidence suggests that the scope of practice of nurses can be extended in many service systems 
based on the needs of patients and populations and the delivery of countries’ health reforms (33).

4.1.3 E nsuring positive work environments

Evidence exists that healthy, well-supported, well-educated, motivated staff improves the care experience 
and outcomes for patients. Therefore creating positive work environments, career opportunities, professional 
recognition and rewards for nurses and midwives are important (Box 3). This reduces sick leave and encour-
ages their retention and active engagement in the workplace and in the delivery of health care.
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Box 3. Ensuring positive work environments
Priority: positive work environments have been shown to improve both patient and 
organizational performance outcomes.
Objective 6: promote positive work environments.

Positive work environments for nurses and midwives are defined as practice settings that maximize the 
health, safety and well-being of health workers and improve and/or sustain their motivation (34). They en-
sure that nurses and midwives can conduct their work in ways that are effective, efficient, safe and timely. 
They impact positively on performance, supporting good patient experience and outcomes and organiza-
tional performance indicators, and contribute to wider societal outcomes. Financial benefits to organizations 
include reductions in: absenteeism, lost productivity, organizational health care costs and costs arising from 
adverse patient/client outcomes. Additionally, health organizations providing health promoting environ-
ments and health professionals with good health and well-being are role models in their communities.

Governments are responsible for legislation, e.g. to ensure health and safety in the workplace and nondis-
criminatory treatment, to set national policy frameworks that support healthy workplaces and protect em-
ployees from bullying and harassment, and to set expectations on staffing for high-quality care.

Organizations are responsible for implementing legislation and developing local plans and policies to meet 
national expectations and local needs, and promoting health and well-being and good work-life balance for 
their staff. They are also responsible for ensuring occupational health services and work counselling are in 
place to assist with the emotionally straining and physically demanding work of nurses and midwives. 

Professional staff are responsible for understanding and using policies to keep themselves and their patients 
safe, for taking responsibility for their own health choices and seeking help and support when needed.

Healthy workplace practice needs to be monitored and evaluated so that information is available to con-
tinuously improve working conditions through research and development. The prevention of work-related 
injuries and the importance of healthy work environments should also be included in basic nursing and 
midwifery education.

The level of dissatisfaction expressed by nurses with respect to educational opportunities and career ad-
vancement is of major concern. Thus developing retention strategies is vitally important to ensure a suf-
ficient and sustainable nursing and midwifery workforce. Prioritizing career development that improves 
patient care and increases participation in the development of health services is essential. The opportunity 
to contribute as leaders to the overall service delivery decisions promotes a sense of organizational loyalty. 
This can be achieved by placing organizational structures to enable dispersed leadership and bring together 
multiple disciplines to share experience in development and governance.

Remuneration, including appropriate salaries and flexible contracts, is a basic requirement to retain the 
nursing and midwifery workforce.

The nursing and midwifery workforce demographic is ageing. In addition to encouraging new entrants to 
these professions, retention of the current workforce is a major issue and will require sustainable solutions, 
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such as longer work careers and higher retirement ages. This will mean new roles for older nurses and mid-
wives, for example, mentoring and different working practices and patterns (35).

4.1.4 P romoting evidence-based practice and innovation

Evidence-based practice is every nurse’s and midwife’s concern. It should be enabled by means of education, 
research, leadership and access to evidence sources. All Member States should strive to enable their nurses 
and midwives to apply evidence-based practice in their clinical roles (Box 4). Applying evidence in decision-
making involving patient care requires that nurses and midwives:
•	 use the best available evidence
•	 apply their clinical expertise and professional judgement
•	 recognize and incorporate patients’ needs and values
•	 effectively utilize available resources.

Box 4. Promoting evidence-based practice and innovation
Priority: health care should be delivered using the best available evidence to make decisions, 
which is important to promote the effectiveness of health services.
Objective 7: facilitate the culture of evidence-based practice in nursing and midwifery.
Objective 8: develop, transform and adapt the roles of nurses and midwives in line with the 
goals of Health 2020.

The goal is to provide the best possible care for patients and populations based on their needs. Furthermore, 
evidence-based practice standardizes clinical care and strengthens the nursing and midwifery knowledge base.

Nurses and midwives have varied roles and responsibilities in line with organizational expectations as out-
lined in job descriptions/role profiles and in line with scope of practice. Different roles often require different 
levels of education, competencies and authorized scopes of practice. Health policy-makers and leaders in 
nursing and midwifery should clearly identify these roles. A framework can be used to explain these roles in 
terms of their scope of practice, expected competencies, and responsibilities in disseminating, developing, 
evaluating and supporting the use of evidence-based practice. For example, a nurse with a basic nursing 
degree and an advanced practice nurse with a doctoral degree working in the same clinical setting will have 
very different responsibilities.

Changing and advancing roles are particularly relevant in a world where demographic trends and patterns 
of diseases are challenging health systems to redefine the scope of different health professions (36). Keeping 
up with community needs and expectations requires commitment and active participation not only from 
policy-makers but also from all health professional groups, including nursing and midwifery. These roles 
need to be adjusted or developed in line with Health 2020. For example, roles should be adjusted to accom-
modate the transition from institutional to primary health and community-based care settings. Similarly, 
with additional education, new roles can be developed for nursing and midwifery to improve access to health 
promotion, treatment, non-invasive care and surgical care. To support service modernization there is a 
growing need for advanced nursing and midwifery practice, where nurses and midwives extend their spe-
cialized knowledge and practice utilizing enhanced clinical judgement and clinical leadership in the delivery 
of person-centred services. Advanced practice should be seen as a level of practice rather than a specific 
role and it is not exclusively characterized by the clinical domain but may be also include those working in 
public health, research, education, and management/leadership roles. These roles should be explored and 
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integrated in all relevant WHO technical programmes. It is important that role development occurs in a 
planned manner within the context of clinical and regulatory standards, giving consideration to required 
competencies and supports.

4.2 E nabling mechanisms

In order to deliver the priority actions and meet the 12 objectives, four specific enabling mechanisms – regu-
lation, research, partnerships, and management and leadership – need to be in place. They are linked with 
one or more specific objectives when there is a direct relationship. The enablers, of course, also underpin 
other objectives.

4.2.1 R egulation

Regulation in nursing and midwifery should be in place for public protection, and needs to encompass entry 
to practice, scope of practice and professional conduct (Box 5). It is essential that Member States define regu-
latory frameworks in legislation (e.g. Nursing and Midwifery Act). This should include the establishment 
and function of regulatory bodies responsible for maintaining professional registers, setting standards of 
entry to the profession, instituting codes of conduct and making decisions of professional fitness to practice. 
A professional register is essential as a means to safeguard the public; a code of practice provides profes-
sional guidelines and sets public expectations for those in the register. It is also important that the scope and 
authority of regulatory bodies extends to nurses and midwives working in enhanced roles, as specialists and 
advanced practitioners.

Box 5. Regulation
Regulation is essential to ensure patient safety and quality care.
Objective 9: ensure that the definitions of nursing and midwifery are embodied in legislation 
and that mechanisms are in place to safeguard the public.

Guidelines should be available for nurses, midwives and health sector stakeholders to define the standards 
of practice and disseminate best practice. Countries with guidelines in place have demonstrated improved 
efficiency of care and health outcomes (37). In order to develop practice guidelines and conduct audits in line 
with international quality assurance criteria, time and resources need to be devoted to enabling all disci-
plines to participate in this process. Nurses and midwives should be fully engaged in the process, providing 
professional expertise, research skills and leadership.

4.2.2 R esearch

Establishing and developing nursing and midwifery research is an important way of understanding and 
improving health care delivery. Nurses and midwives need to undertake both research into nursing and 
midwifery care, and research that brings nursing and midwifery knowledge into understanding wider health 
care systems (Box 6). Depending on the research design, nursing and midwifery research can bring the 
insights and perspectives of frontline workers and patients to whole-systems redesign. Both areas require 
growth in capacity. Research has the potential to improve and increase community/public confidence in 
nursing and midwifery care, and also to enhance the entire health system. It generates a richer source for 
evidence-based practice and a strong tradition of analytical skills.
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Box 6. Research
Nursing- and midwifery-based research is necessary both to develop the scientific knowledge 
base in the professions and to apply this knowledge to renew the practices in health care.
Objective 10: build nursing, midwifery and multidisciplinary research capacity.

It is equally important to promote research that provides a multidisciplinary approach including all health 
professionals. Practice that applies the best available findings in multidisciplinary research can introduce in-
novative ways of improving safety and promote evidence-based health care delivery. Such research can improve 
continuity of care for patients and ensure comprehensive care, thereby improving health outcomes. Addition-
ally nursing and midwifery research should be used at national level to inform health strategy and policy.

As with any sound, knowledge-based discipline, it is important that nurses and midwives are in the posi-
tion to lead, participate and inform research. Postgraduate training is necessary to lead. This, therefore, 
requires universities to develop appropriate programmes, which may require funding from government 
and health institutions. Academic institutions can help too by providing opportunities for research career 
paths. Employers need to allocate time and resources, and also establish structures for nurses and midwives 
to participate and conduct research where appropriate alongside their practice.

Researchers in nursing and midwifery should also be engaged by policy-makers to inform policy and re-
search funding decisions. Governments should support health care services including community-based 
services that incorporate partnerships with nursing- and midwifery-based and multidisciplinary research. 
As nurses participate in diverse areas and directly support delivery of care, nursing researchers can help 
governments develop targets and indicators on a variety of health issues. Similarly, midwives are integral 
players in sexual and reproductive health care. Research from both of these disciplines can only expand and 
enrich evidence for decision-makers in government and nongovernment institutions.

4.2.3 P artnerships

Health challenges in Europe require new approaches and new relationships across government, and between 
government and citizens and the wider community. Societies are reassessing the value of health and adopt-
ing approaches to support individuals to make healthier choices, thereby leading to more productive socie-
ties. Nurses and midwives are important enablers of such approaches through their life-course approach to 
health promotion, which spans from a healthy start in life to healthy ageing (Box 7).

In the health service setting, partnership also exists by way of interdisciplinary collaboration. This involves an ap-
proach to patient care that engages multiple professionals with different functions as needed to ensure that various 
aspects of a patient’s physical, social and psychological needs are integrated and addressed. For this reason, an in-
terdisciplinary approach leads to quality patient care, maximizing resources and facilities, and patient satisfaction.

Box 7. Partnerships
Effective partnerships in health should integrate whole-of-government and whole-of-society 
approaches.
Objective 11: build interdisciplinary and intersectoral collaboration and partnerships across 
society for developing and providing people-centred care and improved health outcomes.
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For successful interdisciplinary collaboration to occur, team members should understand and respect each 
other’s credentials, scope of practice and function. The team should prioritize communication and learning 
between professionals. Interdisciplinary teams also shift leadership responsibilities as a case dictates. Leader-
ship in an interdisciplinary team should be assigned to the most appropriate professional given the patient’s 
individual circumstance. This often requires a paradigm shift and involves delegation of responsibility and 
trust to professionals who traditionally may not have held leadership positions. In this way, interdisciplinary 
teams are innovative and efficient.

Governments and institutions can support an interdisciplinary approach by identifying it as a necessary 
component when planning health targets and monitoring health service performance. For example, inter-
disciplinary education should be prioritized in all health professionals’ initial training and education. The 
interdisciplinary approach should then be continuously re-enforced in the workplace. In terms of expanding 
roles and making health care more efficient, interdisciplinary teams can inform the process of identifying 
the most appropriate roles for nurses and midwives. Wherever possible, institutions should devote research 
and project efforts to seek out opportunities for an interdisciplinary approach.

4.2.4   Management and leadership

Nursing and midwifery professions need to develop capacities to engage in strong management and clinical 
leadership in order to perform at their highest standards. This requires adequate educational opportunities, 
leadership programmes and management structures at all levels (Box 8).

Box 8. Management and leadership
Leadership opportunities and management structures that engage nurses and midwives at 
all levels are essential to realize the full potential of nursing and midwifery workforce.
Objective 12: strengthen nurses’ and midwives’ inclusion in health policy and service 
delivery decision-making at local, government and international levels.

Governments play a crucial role in assuring the adequacy of their health workforce through key functions 
including regulation, education, financing and health policy. Nurses and midwives should be included at 
this level of decision-making because their expertise is vital for contributing towards the achievement of 
better health outcomes in their societies. Governments can achieve this by appointing chief nurses and 
midwives. Government chief nurses and midwives (GCNMs) can provide leadership for transforming health 
workforce and health care systems. GCNMs are crucial to improving health for all and decreasing health 
inequities through the development of nursing, midwifery and health care policy and action plans aligned 
to national health policy plans.

Organizations – whether academic, public or private – benefit from embedding strong nursing and mid-
wifery management and leadership in the organizational culture and management systems. Nurse and 
midwifery leaders will ensure that nurses and midwives are competent and meet the requirements of safe, 
high-quality and evidence-based care, as well as contributing to corporate policy and service delivery. Sup-
porting nurses and midwives in leadership roles is just as important for the sustainability and retention of 
these professional groups. Nurses and midwives in leadership roles bring clinical knowledge, experience of 
frontline care and ongoing connection to frontline staff and patients to organizational decisions promoting 
high-quality patient care.
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5. Implementing and monitoring the framework

Ensuring the successful implementation of this framework is a priority of the Regional Office. The imple-
mentation is guided by a plan of work (see Annex 1), consisting of 12 objectives associated with four priority 
action areas and four enabling mechanisms. Each objective is aligned with proposed activities for Members 
States and the Regional Office. Activities will be monitored at country and regional level on the basis of 
defined indicators.

Member States are encouraged to use the plan of work as a guide for strengthening nursing and midwifery 
services within the context of their own country plans. National nursing and midwifery action plans, co-
ordinated by GCNMs, can also be built on the plan of work. This will further guide the development of 
nursing and midwifery to align it with this framework and Health 2020, thus delivering both high-quality 
patient care and the best health outcomes for populations.

It is advised that Members States should develop a country profile that reflects the strategic directions set 
out in this document, identifying actions and priorities appropriate to their political, educational and health 
system context. During the CNO/EFNNMA/WHO meeting in 2017 each country will be asked to provide 
a statement on actions in their respective country under the 12 objectives described in the annex. During 
this meeting the methodology for the five year review to be conducted by the Regional Office in 2020 will 
be discussed and agreed. It is advisable that Member States update their country profiles on an annual basis 
and use this information to assess progress. 

The Regional Office will share evidence on the contribution and impact of nurses and midwives through 
the European compendium of good nursing and midwifery practices (2015). Further examples of models of 
appraisal, supervision, career progression and CPD will be developed and disseminated.  Information on 
the achievements and innovations will be disseminated and shared through learning opportunities, such as 
WHO workshops and publications.

Furthermore, the plan of work defines mechanisms to engage Member States in this implementation, in 
partnership with the Regional Office, and to mainstream nursing and midwifery across WHO technical 
programmes. Engagement of nurses and midwives will be facilitated through the establishment of WHO 
expert groups for example, to guide developments in education and generating research evidence. Creating 
a platform that includes GCNMs, the EFNNMA, WHOCC and other experts of nursing and midwifery will 
provide further opportunities for the Regional Office to request consultation whenever needed. The current 
biennial meeting of GCNMs, EFNNMA and WHOCC will continue to be supported by the Regional Office 
to provide a forum to share good practice and discuss contemporary nursing and midwifery professional 
issues. For mainstreaming, new opportunities for nursing and midwifery leaders representing health policy, 
education and research should be identified to contribute to the WHO technical programmes.

With the Member States’ support and commitment to implementing this framework, nurses and mid-
wives can achieve a greater voice in national health policy and planning, and an enhanced role in im-
proving health and well-being and reducing health inequities throughout the Region by 2020.
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