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Ask the Experts

Denise Thornby is the Director of Education
and Professional Development at Virginia
Commonwealth University Health System
in Richmond, Virginia.

As professional nurses, we are
obligated by our professional stan-
dards of practice and the American
Nurses Association (ANA) Code of
Ethics to acquire and maintain
knowledge and competency in the
care of patients. The fifth provision
of the ANA Code of Ethics3 states,

The nurse owes the same
duties to self as to others,
including the responsibility to
preserve integrity and safety,
to maintain competence,
and to continue personal
and professional growth.

In today’s rapidly changing envi-
ronment, this commitment to ongo-
ing gathering of knowledge and
demonstration of competency is of
paramount importance in creating
safe passage for patients through the
health care system. In addition, the
American Association for Critical-
Care Nurses (AACN) Standards of
Professional Practice for Acute and
Critical Care Nursing4 includes the
following:

Standard of Professional
Practice III: Education
The nurse acquires and main-
tains current knowledge and
competency in the care of
acute or critically ill patients.
Measurement Criteria
1. The nurse participates in

ongoing educational
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No, not without the resources to
allow the nurse to care for the patient
competently. Both the individual
nurse and the organization in which
the nurse practices are accountable
for ensuring that all patients are cared
for by nurses who are well educated
and competent. This obligation is
especially important given the pace
of newly introduced technology and

interventions in highly
vulnerable patients. These
standards speak not only
to knowledge but to com-
petency. Competency is
defined as having the
knowledge, skills, abilities,
and behaviors to perform
the required role function
and is essential to provid-
ing safe care and desired
quality outcomes.1 As pro-

fessionals interested in the safe care
of patients and with a desire for
patients to experience no events of
preventable harm, nurses must
acquire and maintain required
knowledge of new technologies and
interventions. Evidence reported in
publications on patient safety indi-
cates that lack of education and
knowledge contributes to human
error. One type of human error,
“knowledge-based errors,” occurs
when people do not have the needed
knowledge to make the right deci-
sions or to select correct actions.
Knowledge-based errors are more
complex than just having the needed
knowledge but also involve selecting
and acting on the right information
to make decisions about care.2 Fun-
damentally though, having the
knowledge along with the required
skills and abilities will help avoid
knowledge-based errors and enables
a safer level of care.
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Working With New or
Unfamiliar Technology

QQ
Should a critical care
nurse who has no basic
knowledge of and has

not been trained to use a specific
piece of technology accept
responsibility for taking care of a
patient who is dependent on the
technological piece of equipment
to survive a critical illness?
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activities to acquire knowl-
edge and skills needed to
care for acute and critically
ill patients.

2. The nurse seeks experi-
ences that reflect current
clinical practice in order to
maintain current clinical
skills and competencies
needed to care for acutely
and critically ill patients.

3. The nurse participates in
ongoing educational activi-
ties related to professional
issues.

Furthermore, the ANA Position
Statement on Professional Role
Competence5 is very clear on our
accountability:

The public has a right to
expect registered nurses to
demonstrate professional
competence throughout their
careers. ANA believes the
registered nurse is individu-
ally responsible and account-
able for maintaining
professional competence.

The ANA Code of Ethics, the ANA
Position on Professional Role Com-
petence, and our own specialty pro-
fessional practice standards set a
clear mandate that we all acquire
and maintain knowledge and com-
petence in our roles. We share this
accountability with the organiza-
tions in which we practice.

Numerous regulatory standards
define hospitals’ accountability for
staff education. The Joint Commis-
sion standards6 clearly identify the

responsibility of hospitals to ensure
that all staff have been educated and
have demonstrated competency in
the population of patients they are
assigned to provide care of. The
Human Resources Standards for
Hospitals7 include the following:

• Staff participate in ongoing
education and training to
maintain or increase their
competency.

• Staff participate in ongoing
education and training
whenever staff responsibili-
ties change.

• Staff participate in educa-
tion and training that is
specific to the needs of the
patient population served
by the hospital.

• Initial and ongoing compe-
tency assessment must be
thorough and focused on
the particular competency
needs for the clinical staff ’s
assignment.

The Joint Commission’s mission
is to “continuously improve health
care for the public, in collaboration
with other stakeholders, by evaluat-
ing health care organizations and
inspiring them to excel in providing
safe and effective care of the highest
quality and value.”8 Essential to meet-
ing this mission is ensuring the ongo-
ing competence of all staff members
who are caring for patients.

One of the challenges to meeting
these standards is the ever increas-
ing rate of new knowledge and tech-
nology being introduced in the care
of acute and critically ill patients.
Although most organizations and
nursing leaders work to ensure that
staff are well educated and have
demonstrated competency in the
care of all patients assigned to them,

doing so becomes challenging in
some situations. Throughout the
history of critical care nursing, sit-
uations have occurred where new
technology, drugs, or other inter-
ventions are introduced in heroic
attempts to save patients’ lives.
This situation often comes up
without much notice and presents
a challenge to ensure safety despite
the high-risk situation. In those
moments, the nurse and the
organization are expected to do
everything possible to ensure that
those at the sharp end of care have
the resources to provide that care
safely. Although formal orientation
and education may not be feasible
in the moment, the provision of
resources for educating, coaching,
and supporting nurses providing
care is essential. Examples of
resources include having represen-
tatives from the company that
manufactures a new technology or
drug present to quickly brief staff,
clinical nurse specialists from
another unit or organization pro-
viding consultation, and so on
about the product. Given the need
to provide care in an ever-changing
environment, the one competency
that all nurses need to hold is one
that Donna Wright, author of The
Ultimate Guide to Competency
Assessment in Healthcare,1 identi-
fies as “learning on the fly.” If you
have this competency, you can
find needed resources and quickly
learn what you need to know when
faced with something unfamiliar.
Wright also identifies behaviors
associated with learning on the fly:
having excellent critical thinking
skills, being open to change, and
being able to identify what
resources are needed.
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No matter what, each nurse and
the organization the nurse works
for is accountable for ensuring that
the nurse has the needed knowledge
and demonstrated competency to
care for the patients assigned to him
or her. Education can be gained and
competency can be verified in a
number of ways, but failure to do so
places patients at great risk. The
more nurses, teams, and organiza-
tions can plan proactively, the eas-
ier it is to meet this professional
standard. CCN
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to an online discussion about this topic using eLetters.
Just visit www.ccnonline.org and click “Respond to
This Article” in either the full-text or PDF view of
the article.

Ask the Experts
Do you have a clinical, practical,
or legal question you’d like to
have answered? Send it to us and
we’ll pass it on to our “Ask the
Experts” panel. Call (800) 394-
5995, ext. 8839, to leave your
message. Questions may also be
faxed to (949) 362-2049; mailed
to Ask the Experts, CRITICAL CARE
NURSE, 101 Columbia, Aliso Viejo,
CA 92656; or sent by e-mail to
ccn@aacn.org. Questions of the
greatest general interest will be
answered in this department each
and every issue.
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