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organizational culture that prioritizes 
health worker well-being, normalizes 
open communication about mental 
health challenges, supports preven- 
tion, and promotes care-seeking as a 
sign of strength (Murthy, 2022; United 
States Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration [SAM-
HSA], 2021).
a.	Encourage licensing boards to de- 

velop partnerships with employers 
to facilitate the successful return to 
practice of nurses participating in 
ATD programs (Choflet et al., 2023). 

b.	Encourage federal and state govern-
ments and regulatory agencies to 
incentivize employers to hire indi-
viduals in recovery and adopt recov-
ery-oriented employment standards 
and policies (SAMHSA, 2021). 

c.	 Encourage employers to review and 
revise policies and questions on ap-
plications and renewal forms for jobs 
and hospital credentialing to adhere 
to ADA guidelines and ensure nurses 
are not discriminated against or 
deterred from seeking care for their 
physical health, mental health and/
or substance use challenges (Mur-
thy, 2022; Naegle et al., 2023; NAM, 
2022). 

4. ANA will work in collaboration with the 
NCSBN to update and revise the guide-
lines and best practices for alternative 
to Discipline programs.

A fundamental shift in culture and a united 
organizational response are imperative to 
dismantle the systemic barriers obstruct-
ing personal and professional well-being. 
Nurses must be able to access mental health 

assistance without compromising licensure, 
confidentiality, or employment. Seeking 
help should not be perceived as evidence of 
impairment, but rather as a sign of strength 
that underscores an individual’s commitment 
to the well-being of the patients in their care. 
Regulatory and employment policies should 
serve legitimate purposes and not act as barri-
ers preventing those who do not pose a threat 
to public safety from professional practice. We 
must eliminate discriminatory policies that 
perpetuate stigma and fear and instead fos-
ter a culture of support and compassion that 
prioritizes the mental health and well-being of 
nurses. n
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Politics, policies, and health outcomes 
are innately linked. Nurses in the United 
States are in a pivotal position to influence 
these cycles to reduce disparities and im-
prove population health.

Social Determinants of Health (SDOH), 
are defined as “the circumstances in which 
people are born, grow up, live, work and 
age, and the systems put in place to deal 
with illness.”1

These circumstances impact 80% of 
health outcomes2 and often have stronger 
influence upon wellbeing than individual 
health behaviors.3  The use of “Determinant” 
is not performative, thus SDOH are shaped 
by a broader external set of influences: eco-
nomics, social policies, and politics. 

Healthy People 20304 has grouped 
social determinants into five overarching 
domains: Economic Stability, Education 
Access and Quality, Healthcare Access 
and Quality, Neighborhood and Built En-

vironment, and Social and Community 
Context. Every facet of government and 
the economy has the potential to affect 
health and health equity5. 

Equity vs. Equality
The concept of equity versus equality is 
a critical point of understanding. “Health 
inequities are avoidable inequalities in 
health between groups of people within 
countries and between countries,” 6 The 
term disparity is often used interchange-
ably with inequity and is defined by the 
CDC7 as “preventable differences in the 
burden of disease, injury, violence, or 
opportunities to achieve optimal health 
that are experienced by socially disadvan-
taged populations.” Inequity is the term 
most often used to imply injustice.8  

Equitable policy acknowledges the 
presence of systemic, institutional, and 
social factors, such as racism, that perpet-

uate unjust cycles.  Equality suggests that 
everyone must receive the same access 
and opportunity, baseline circumstances 
notwithstanding. Equity, alternatively, pri-
oritizes social justice by adjusting resource 
allocation according to circumstances.9 

Role of Professional Nursing  
Associations
Professional nursing associations play an 
important role in influencing health policy 
and population-level outcomes through 
various means. Examples of these roles 
include policy development, regulatory 
and legislative advocacy, coalition build-
ing, advancement of public education and 
awareness, and the promotion of research 
and evidence-based practice. 

Action by the Colorado Nurses  
Association to Address SDOH
The Colorado Nurses Association (CNA), 



6  | Colorado Nurse     Volume 124, Number 3 coloradonurses.org

in alignment with its mission to “advance 
the profession of nursing to improve 
health for all,”10 acknowledges that social 
determinants are key drivers of health 
inequities and require multifaceted in-
terventions. An internal work group of 
volunteers was established temporarily 
in 2023 to research and draft a position 
statement entitled “Colorado Nurse’s Role 
in Achieving Health Equity through the 
Mitigation of the Harmful Effects of Social 
Determinants of Health (SDOH).” Position 
statements serve as foundational docu-
ments to clarify an organizational stance 
and establish guiding principles to inform 
policy development and advocacy.

I collaborated with several CNA mem-
ber nurses with diverse perspectives and 
expertise to compile data describing in-
equities in determinants and health out-
comes. Determinant categories include 
economic instability, educational attain-

ment, access to healthcare, built envi-
ronment and neighborhoods, residential 
segregation, and Adverse Childhood Ex-
periences (ACEs). Outcome data such as 
premature mortality, maternal and infant 
mortality, and prevalence of HIV/AIDS il-
lustrate disparities disproportionate to 
Colorado’s population demographics. 

In conjunction with the nursing profes-
sion’s ethical obligations to advocacy on 
behalf of individuals, communities, and 
populations,11 this evidence compelled 
the writers to request that five recommen-
dations be supported by CNA members. 
Among these is the proposal that CNA uti-
lize its expertise and collective voice to ad-
vocate for necessary regulatory and policy 
changes to assure access to inclusive and 
equitable care for all Coloradans.12 Fur-
thermore, CNA recognizes that a diverse 
workforce and resources such as infra-
structure, professional development, and 

time are necessary to empower nurses in 
all practice settings to address SDOH.13 

This statement, inclusive of all recommen-
dations and implementation measures, 
was approved by CNA’s membership at 
the 2023 assembly. 

This statement serves as a framework 
to align the association’s practical actions 
in its mission to advance the wellbeing of 
all Coloradans. 

This series will further examine specific 
determinants, health outcomes, and links 
with policy and legislation. We will pur-
sue opportunities for advocacy, and share 
actions taken by CNA and its partners. We 
invite all Colorado nurses to join CNA in its 
mission to improve health for all through 
action on Social Determinants of Health.  n
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