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Academic Achievement v. Regulation:

Using the Title Doctor
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Academic institutions award a terminal
degree in a variety of professions. Exam-
ples include Doctor of Nursing Practice,
Doctor of Philosophy, Medical Doctor,
Doctor of Osteopathy, Doctor of Veter-
inary Medicine, Doctor of Psychology,
Doctor of Podiatric Medicine, and Doctor
of Education. The degree confers the
right to use the title.

In today’s complex world, should
using the title of one’s academic termi-
nal degree be restricted in healthcare
settings? In California, three nurses who
held a Doctor of Nursing Practice (DNP)
degree sued the state claiming that
the California Code, Business and Pro-
fessions Code - Section 2054, a statute
that restricts using the title “doctor” to
licensed physicians, violated their first
amendment right of free speech. In the
case of Palmer v. Bonta, the U.S. District
Court judge upheld the law, ruling that
the use of the term “doctor” was commer-
cial speech and considered misleading.
The court used the American Medical
Association’s Truth in Advertising Survey to
support the decision, citing patient con-
fusion in identifying a DNP versus an MD.

The court also suggested the title was

a financial motivator, used to influence
patients to seek services from one calling
themselves “doctor” (American Medical
Association, 2025).

Indiana, Minnesota, and Tennessee
have similar laws, calling it truth in ad-
vertising (O'Reilly, K.B., 2025). New Jersey
takes a different approach. The New Jer-
sey Health Care Transparency Act, passed
in 2020, requires “any advertisement of
health care professionals, licensed by the
Division of Consumer Affairs, any princi-
pal department of the Executive Branch
of State government, or any entity within
any department or any other entity here-
after created to license or otherwise reg-
ulate a health care profession, to include
the type of licensure the professional was
issued” (New Jersey Health Care Transpar-
ency Act, 2020). Healthcare professionals
must display their full name, credentials,
and photo, to clearly identify who they
are and what care they are licensed to
provide. This avoids confusion in practice
and provides clarity in scope of practice.

In the healthcare setting, the Amer-
ican Association of Nurse Practitioners
(AANP) supports the use of the title “doc-
tor” for those doctoral prepared nurses
and other health care providers holding
a terminal degree. AANP values and
supports the patient’s and public’s rights
to know the academic preparation of
those administering their care. “Laws and
regulations must reject anticompetitive
and punitive measures that unnecessarily
prohibit nurses and other health profes-
sionals from accurately communicating
their education, licensure and certifica-
tions to patients and the public” (Amer-
ican Association of Nurse Practitioners,
2025).

While it is expected that nursing orga-
nizations will continue their national ef-
forts to change the laws that prohibit use
of the title ‘doctor; nurses must continue
to advocate for their right to full practice
authority, ethically identifying their licen-
sure and earned title with transparency
in the healthcare setting. B
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