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Maryland Nurse in Action: Insights from
A Health Policy Nurse Expert

Erin K. McMullen, MPP, MSN, RN, Chief of Staff Maryland Department of Health, email: erin.mcmullen1@maryland.gov

Roles and responsibilities as

a Chief of Staff for Maryland
Department of Health

I was appointed Chief of Staff at the
Maryland Department of Health (MDH)
in February 2023. In this role, | bring
nearly 15 years of combined state and
federal health policy experience to

my role. Prior to joining MDH, | held
roles including Principal Analyst at the
Medicaid and the Children’s Health In-
surance Program (CHIP) Payment and
Access Commission, various senior and
management level roles for the state of
Maryland and worked as a policy analyst
for the Maryland Department of Leg-
islative Services. | became a registered
nurse later in life, obtaining my Masters
of Science in Nursing (MSN) at the Uni-
versity of Maryland, Baltimore. | also
hold bachelor’s degrees in economics
and social sciences, and a master’s in
public policy.

As Chief of Staff, | work closely with
the Department’s five divisions to de-
velop, review, and implement health pol-
icies. | bring a three-fold perspective to
this work. From a macro perspective, | en-
sure the vision and values of the Moore-
Miller Administration are reflected in our
policy priorities. | also review policies

from a micro perspective, ensuring that
policies enacted by one administration,
complement and support priorities of ad-
jacent programming at MDH. Finally, as

a registered nurse, | bring a clinical lens
to policy work, making sure the patient
perspective is present.

Finally, I lead and direct a variety of
cross-agency policy priorities in my role.
Per 2023 legislation, operations at the
Maryland Board of Nursing were trans-
ferred to the Secretary of Health for a
two-year period, and | work closely with
the Board to fulfill this mandate. | lead and
manage staff across MDH to set vision,
develop an analytical plan, and ultimately
support the Commission on Behavioral
Health Treatment and Access. | also influ-
ence health policy by representing MDH
on the Consortium for Coordinated Com-
munity Supports, a new entity responsible
for developing a statewide framework to
expand access to behavioral health ser-
vices for Maryland students.

Actionable strategies that

nurses in Maryland might adopt

to become involved in shaping

health policy

The reach of the nursing profession is

wide. Roughly 40 percent of nurses work

outside of a hospital setting. No matter
what setting you are in, there are action-
able strategies that nursing students,
nurses working at the bedside, and other
nursing professionals can adopt if they

want to be involved in health policy. A

few strategies that have served me well

include:

1. Stepping outside your comfort zone.
Stepping into the world of health
policy can feel intimidating. Health
policy dictates how care is financed,

delivered, accessed, and everything in
between. Take baby steps and start by
reading up on areas that are outside
your comfort zone.

2. Staying engaged. Staying engaged
can mean a lot of things. Engagement
can include joining a professional
organization, attending a local school
board meeting, or seeking ongoing
training and professional develop-
ment.

3. Holding on to your ideals, but be
pragmatic. Former Congressman Bar-
ney Frank often notes that in the policy
making process, pragmatism and
idealism are positioned as opposites.
Yet to create change both pragmatism
and idealism are necessary. There is
still much work to be done to achieve
equity and true liberation in health
care. Unfortunately, policy change can
feel glacial at times and compromise
can feel like defeat. In those moments,
it'simportant to remember the impor-
tance of incremental change.

4. Making a seat at the table for others.
Whether you've worked in nursing for
four months or forty years, you always
have something to learn from your
colleagues. When getting involved
in health policy, making a seat at the
table for other nurses is crucial. There
is room at the table for all of us. Occu-
pying space together is how we can be
most impactful.

Opportunities for nurses in
Maryland to engage in health
policy initiatives

Nurses are often the first and most fre-
quent contact among people seeking and
receiving care, giving them a unique un-
derstanding of not only patient needs, but



needs of our healthcare system writ large.

Yet, health policy is often developed
by individuals that have never worked in
a direct care capacity, or by those who
don't understand the patient perspec-
tive. This is where nurses come in! The
nursing profession has the ability to con-
nect evidence and clinical practice with
policy in ways that few others can.

That is why it is important for nurses to
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speak up, participate, and collaborate. The
same therapeutic communication skills
that make someone a great nurse, can also
make them an amazing policy advocate.

A few ways to engage in policy in-
clude testifying at a bill hearing, calling
or writing your elected officials, and
participating in community forums. Vol-
unteering to serve on a Commission or
Workgroup established by the federal,
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state, or local government is another way
to influence policy development and
make an impact. Workgroups are often
established to examine specific health
policy issues. Finally, elected officials are
more accessible than you think! Build re-
lationships with policy makers, and share
your expertise with them. Il

The Power of One Voice

Josephine Fava Hochuli DNP, RN, Assistant Professor, Director of Clinical Practice,
Johns Hopkins School of Nursing, email: jfavaho1@jh.edu

On June 27,2024, nurses from across the
United States convened in the nation’s
capital to attend the American Nurses
Association (ANA) Hill Day. As one of the
largest displays of advocacy, ANA Hill Day
combines the power of individual voices
into the power of one voice. The voice of
four million nurses advocating for health
care policy change. Policy changes that
impact the health and well-being of our
colleagues, profession, and the patients
and communities we belong to and
serve. Itis a call to action. A call to action
to each of us to tell our stories not only
on Hill Day but every day we are given
the opportunity to use our voice.

There are other opportunities to en-
gage in advocacy efforts in addition to

participating in Hill Day. Opportunities
exist on the national, state, and local lev-
els. On a national and state level, nurses
have been elected to the legislature. In
2023, 72 nurses in thirty-six states served
as legislators in their respective states.
Although this is an impressive num-

ber, there are fewer nurse legislators in
fewer states now as compared to 2013.
In 2013, it is reported there were nine-
ty-seven nurse legislators in thirty-nine
states (Curley& Stone, 2024). Six nurses
served in the Maryland State Legislature,
these include: former senators Rosalie
Silber Abrams, Paula Hollinger, Shirley
Nathan-Pulliam, Adelaide C. Eckardt, and
former delegates Marilyn R. Goldwater
and Geraldine Valentino-Smith (Maryland
Nurses Association [MNA],2024; Mary-
land State Archive [MSA], 2001, 2024 (a),
2024 (b)).

Maryland nurses have made their
voices heard by their lobbying efforts.
Opportunities exist to join work groups,
committees, participate in the annual
Maryland’s Nurses Night, and provide
testimony. During the 2024 legislative
session, eight nurses provided testimony
to members of the Maryland legislature,
and the majority testified more than

once the testimony of these nurses
impacted the outcome of proposed
legislation. A powerful positive change
because of the voice of these nurses. The
impactful outcomes of this small group
of nurses raises the question as to what
are the barriers and facilitators to nurses’
participation in health care policy efforts?

Barriers and facilitators to
nurses participation in health
policy advocacy efforts

As nurses we have the privilege and
responsibility to be the voice for our
individual selves, the profession, and
for all those we serve. The commitment
to patients, the profession, and to en-
gage in advocacy efforts is evident in
nursing practice. However, barriers exist
that prevent nurses’ active participation
and engagement in health care policy
activities. A brief review of the literature
found several studies that discuss the
reasons nurses do not engage in health
care policy efforts. These studies include
results from international and national
nursing communities and from nurses
of different practice settings, including
nurse leaders. Some identified barriers
are the following: lack of formal educa-



