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Definition of ‘Nursing’ and a ‘Nurse’ 

The International Council of Nurses (ICN), representing over 29 million nurses worldwide, 
recognizes the critical importance of globally relevant, contemporary definitions of 
‘nursing’ and a ‘nurse’. The definitions, endorsed by ICN in June 2025, articulate the identity 
and responsibility of the profession, support public understanding, inform national 
regulation, and enable alignment across jurisdictions and health systems.¹ ² 

Nursing is a dynamic, knowledge-based profession grounded in ethical values, 
therapeutic relationships, and a commitment to improving health for all people.³ ⁴ ⁵ ⁶ It 
upholds the right of every person to enjoy the highest attainable standard of health and 
contributes to this by promoting health, preventing illness, restoring dignity, and 
strengthening health systems.⁷ ⁸ ⁹ 

The definitions position nurses as autonomous, accountable professionals who 
collaborate with individuals, families, communities, and other health professionals.³ ¹⁰ ¹¹ 
They recognize nursing contributions across domains, including direct care, education, 
informatics, policy, research, humanitarian response, and leadership.⁷ ¹² ¹³ 

The definitions emphasize that nursing continues to evolve in response to system 
transformation, demographic shifts, technological innovation, and global health needs.⁷ ¹⁴ 
¹⁵ These definitions highlight the breadth and impact of nursing practice, and reinforce its 
central role in health systems worldwide.⁷ ¹⁶ ¹⁷ 

ICN recognizes that: 

• Nursing is a distinct, regulated profession grounded in scientific and humanistic 
knowledge, ethical practice, and a commitment to people-centred care.¹¹ ¹⁸ ¹⁹ ²⁰ 

• A nurse is a legally authorized and educated individual who applies this knowledge 
across roles and settings to enhance health outcomes and uphold human dignity.¹¹ 
²¹ ¹⁹ 

• Modern nursing practice includes health promotion, illness prevention, clinical care, 
service leadership, research, advocacy, education, and system-wide change.⁷ ¹³ ²² 

• Regulation of nursing should be profession-led, legally embedded, and responsive 
to changes in practice environments, workforce capability, technologies, and public 
needs.²³ ²⁴ ²¹ 
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• Clear definitions of ‘nursing’ and ‘nurse’ strengthen the visibility and legitimacy of 
the profession, confirming its role in public safety, health equity, and the realization 
of the right to health.⁷ ⁸ ²² 

Principles that underpin these definitions are that: 

• Nursing has a social contract with the community, through which it commits to 
delivering safe, competent, ethical, and accountable care in service of the public 
good.²⁵ ¹⁹ ¹¹ 

• Nursing is both a science and an art, centred on the person. It integrates evidence-
informed knowledge, ethical values, and therapeutic relationships in all aspects of 
practice.⁶ ⁵ ¹⁰ ²⁶ 

• Nursing requires clear, consistent, and enforceable regulatory frameworks, including 
licensing, scopes of practice, education standards, and professional codes, to 
ensure public protection and professional integrity.²³ ²¹ ²⁴ ¹¹ 

• Nursing is a dynamic profession that supports individuals, families, and 
communities from birth to end of life, through both generalist and specialist roles 
across diverse domains of practice.²⁷ ³ ⁷ 

• Nursing is a global profession with a shared foundation that applies across all 
countries. It must be clearly defined to ensure consistency while allowing for 
context-specific implementation.⁷ ¹ ²⁸ 

• Nursing must remain robust and responsive, with principles that support growth, 
innovation, and adaptation to evolving health needs and societal expectations.⁷ ¹⁴ ¹⁵ 

• Nursing is both autonomous and collaborative, requiring professional judgement 
and accountability in working with individuals, families, communities, and other 
health professionals to provide safe, ethical, person-centred care.¹⁹ ²⁹ ³⁰ ³¹ 

The ICN definitions of ‘nursing’ and ‘a nurse’ are intended for use in: 

• Supporting legislation, regulation, and professional standards, including scopes of 
practice, conduct, and education requirements.²¹ ²³ ²⁴ 

• Guiding the development or reform of regulatory systems in countries where 
frameworks are not yet established or need modernization.²³ ⁷ ²⁴ 

• Informing decisions in areas of regulatory ambiguity, such as digital care, advanced 
practice, climate-responsive health, and leadership roles.³² ²¹ ¹³ 
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• Supporting integration into digital health, electronic systems, and nursing 
informatics tools to enhance clinical decision-making and regulatory compliance.³² 
³³ 

• Enabling consistency in nursing roles across borders and contributing to 
international workforce mobility.⁷ ²⁴ ¹² 

• Promoting a shared global understanding of the nursing profession’s breadth, 
societal contribution, and regulatory accountability.¹ ²² ¹¹ 

ICN recommends that: 

1. Governments, regulatory authorities, and policymakers adopt the ICN definitions 
into law, policy, and regulatory instruments.²¹ ²³ ²⁴ 

2. National Nursing Associations use the ICN definitions to promote nursing leadership, 
visibility, and resourcing across health, workforce, education, and policy sectors.¹ ¹³ ¹² 

3. Educators and regulators apply the ICN definitions when developing scopes of 
practice, curricula, credentialing frameworks, and continuing professional 
development standards.¹⁸ ²⁹ ²¹ 

4. Global health institutions integrate the ICN definitions into strategic planning, 
workforce data, and international policy to ensure alignment and visibility.⁷ ²² ²⁴ 

5. All stakeholders use the ICN definitions to foster public trust, interprofessional 
respect, and policy coherence in nursing governance and delivery.¹⁹ ¹¹ ¹³ 

The ICN definitions are a foundation for recognising and regulating the nursing profession. 
They reflect both the enduring values of nursing and its continued growth across care, 
technology, advocacy, leadership, and education.³ ⁵ ⁷ ³² 

Their application: 

• Provides a foundation to support the recognition of nursing as a profession with a 
protected title, defined scope of practice, legal accountability, and ethical 
obligations, particularly where the definitions are adopted into national regulatory 
or legislative frameworks.¹¹ ²¹ ²³ ²⁴ 

• Enables consistent approaches to the authorization, education, and deployment of 
nurses across jurisdictions and sectors.⁷ ¹⁸ ²¹ 

• Facilitates international collaboration, workforce mobility, and global efforts to 
ensure quality, safety, and equity in nursing care.⁷ ²⁴ ²² ¹⁶ ¹⁷ 
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Adopted in 2026  
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