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Foreword to the 1st 
Edition

We are going through a time of considerable change in the health service in this 
country, and there is an urgent need for all nurses to understand the professional 
implications of this. Some of the key issues emerging are of course closely linked 
to the National Health Service Plan, and the proposals for the future regulation of 
the healthcare professions. 

The United Kingdom Central Council for Nursing, Midwifery and Health 
Visiting (UKCC), and the National Nursing Boards have disappeared and in their 
place is a new organisation with a new purpose and new ideas. Greater public 
involvement is starting to put the health professions under more scrutiny and 
pressure for improved quality in areas such as ethical and professional decision 
making and participation in services. 

The Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC) has taken over the future of 
regulation of nurses and midwives and is now the new body which is determined 
to reaffirm established standards and guidelines and to develop new ones. 

Every nurse should not only be able to demonstrate that they have an 
awareness of the legislation and policy which is providing the future framework 
within which health care is delivered, but also that they should have a good grasp 
of the fundamental legal, ethical and professional aspects which are involved. 

In order to accomplish this in the limited time often available for studying and 
keeping up-to-date, there is a need for both relevant and pertinent information to 
be easily available and accessible for nurses, as well as being presented clearly, 
concisely and precisely. 

This excellent little book by Maggie Reeves and Jacquie Orford, sets out to 
accomplish an ideal introduction to the subject, and after reading through it, I am 
sure that you will be as convinced as I am that it achieves its aims. 

Students on pre-registration nursing programmes will find this an essential 
book to guide them in their understanding of such issues as accountability, 
liability, truthfulness, truth-telling, choice, consent, autonomy, and advocacy. 

Professor George Castledine
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Foreword to the 
2nd Edition

The publication of the 2nd edition this book has been timed to coincide with 
significant change in nursing and the wider healthcare context. The move 
towards an all graduate profession, and publication in 2010 of the new Nursing 
and Midwifery Council standards for pre-registration nursing, demonstrate a 
commitment to prepare nurses to provide care confidently in transformed health 
services and to meet changing patterns of healthcare need.

The population is undeniably living longer; healthcare must be able to 
provide for those who are critically ill, and for those who are increasingly old 
and living with long-term conditions who wish to be partners in their care and 
have their individual needs addressed in different ways. Graduate nurses are 
expected to demonstrate advanced knowledge and skills and to apply these 
competently to the planning and delivery of high quality care that is appropriate 
for the individual needs of each patient. However, it is not sufficient just to know 
‘how’ to do something competently, the nurse must also know why. Nurses 
must be prepared to explain to others why they have taken a particular course 
of action. Most nursing activities are complex and involve making a number 
of judgements. In order to be able to make good decisions that will meet legal 
requirements, professional standards, and public expectations, the nurse must 
have a good understanding of the legal, ethical and professional context within 
which they work. The chapters of this book are designed to reflect the Nursing 
and Midwifery Council’s four key competency domains of nursing: professional 
values; communication and interpersonal skills; nursing practice and decision-
making; and leadership, management and team working.

This book provides readers with an introduction to the underpinning 
knowledge and values necessary to be a ‘good’ nurse. It provides an up-to-date 
legal framework for care and provides practical activities through which readers 
can explore professional issues and values and their application to practice. I 
believe this book will be useful both for those setting out on the pathway to be a 
nurse and for those who are more experienced who want to reflect on their care.  

Jan Quallington
Associate Head Institute of Health and Society

University of Worcester
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Introduction

This book is aimed at those who are new to the fundamental concepts of legal, 
ethical and professional issues in nursing and who may want help in understanding 
them. This may be student nurses, when they come across these themes in their 
pre-registration nursing programme, or qualified nurses who are supervising such 
students in clinical practice. Hopefully, this book will provide a foundation.

It will look at the three issues – legal, professional and ethical – as separate 
entities. This is to help the reader understand the concepts in a better way. 
Although these topics will be looked at separately, in clinical nursing practice they 
are nearly always combined together. One way of imagining this is to consider a 
plait of hair. Each of the three strands is separate, but when plaited they are one. 

When this occurs in the book, you will see this symbol: 

For the purposes of this text, the term ‘patient’ will refer to service users as 
well as patients. The term ‘nurse’ relates to all fields of nursing and specialist 
community public health nurses. 

Law and ethics are the frameworks within which professional issues are 
discussed and measured. This does not mean that the law has no morals or there 
is no law in professional aspects of nursing. They are intertwined. 

The Health Service Circular 219.99 (Department of Health 1999) introduced 
the requirements for a revised nursing education programme. Under the Nursing 
and Midwifery Order 2001, the Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC) is 
required to establish standards and minimum requirements for pre-registration 
nursing education. This book will help students to achieve the following NMC’s 
(2010) generic competencies for entry to the register.

Competencies for entry to the NMC register

Domain 1: Professional values

All nurses must act first and foremost to care for and safeguard the public. 
They must practice autonomously and be responsible and accountable for 
safe, compassionate, person-centred, evidence-based nursing that respects and 
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maintains dignity and human rights. They must show professionalism and 
integrity and work within recognised professional, ethical and legal frameworks. 
They must work in partnership with other health and social care professionals 
and agencies, service users, their carers and families, in all settings, including the 
community, ensuring that decisions about care are shared (Nursing and Midwifery 
Council 2010: 13).

Domain 2: Communication and interpersonal skills 

All nurses must use excellent communication and interpersonal skills. Their 
communications must always be safe, effective, compassionate and respectful. 
They must communicate effectively using a wide range of strategies and 
interventions including the effective use of communication technologies. Where 
people have a disability, nurses must be able to work with service users and others 
to obtain the information needed to make reasonable adjustments that promote 
optimum health and enable equal access to services (Nursing and Midwifery 
Council 2010: 15).

Domain 3: Nursing practice and decision-making 

All nurses must practice autonomously, compassionately, skilfully and safely, 
and must maintain dignity and promote health and well-being. They must assess 
and meet the full range of essential physical and mental health needs of people of 
all ages who come into their care. Where necessary they must be able to provide 
safe and effective immediate care to all people prior to accessing or referring 
to specialist services, irrespective of their field of practice. All nurses must 
also meet more complex and coexisting needs for people in their own nursing 
field of practice, in any setting, including hospital, community and at home. All 
practice should be informed by the best available evidence and comply with local 
and national guidelines. Decision-making must be shared with service users, 
carers and families and informed by critical analysis of a full range of possible 
interventions, including the use of up-to-date technology. All nurses must also 
understand how behaviour, culture, socioeconomic and other factors, in the care 
environment and its location, can affect health, illness, health outcomes and 
public health priorities, and take this into account in planning and delivering care 
(Nursing and Midwifery Council 2010: 17).
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Domain 4: Leadership, management and team working

All nurses must be professionally accountable and use clinical governance 
processes to maintain and improve nursing practice and standards of healthcare. 
They must be able to respond autonomously and confidently to planned and 
uncertain situations, managing themselves and others effectively. They must create 
and maximise opportunities to improve services. They must also demonstrate the 
potential to develop further management and leadership skills during their period 
of preceptorship and beyond (Nursing and Midwifery Council 2010: 20). 

The reader will be invited to cross reference the subjects in this book with all 
the learning outcomes of the Nursing and Midwifery Council Order (2010) and 
also The Code (Nursing and Midwifery Council 2008).  

To get the most out of this book we suggest that you have a dedicated 
notebook/file and, if possible, access to a computer which you will use to 
undertake the recommended web-based activities to enhance your learning and 
reflection. These activities are marked with this symbol: 

This work can then be incorporated into your personal professional profile, 
which will help you to keep your knowledge and skills up to date throughout your 
nursing/midwifery career (Nursing and Midwifery Council 2008). 
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The public sees the nurse in full bloom, yet 
nurses have their clinical practice firmly rooted 
to the legal, ethical and professional foundations 

of their education and training (SC)

K.A. Ramsden


