
Background
The issue of nurse prescribing is highly topical, with
various UK Government directives recommending this
extension to the nursing role. Yet there remains no
agreement as to the occupational profile of the nurse
prescriber and ongoing discussion as to the level and
content of prerequisite educational programmes. This study
as reported by Tyler and Hicks1 was an attempt to address
these unresolved aspects with family planning nurses.

Method
A postal survey was adopted using a psychometrically valid
and reliable training needs analysis questionnaire. The
questionnaire was administered to the total population of
family planning nurses in England and Wales who are
currently registered members of the National Association of
Nurses for Contraception and Sexual Health.

The training needs analysis questionnaire required
respondents to assess 40 core clinical tasks according to
three rating criteria: how critical each task was both to their
current role as family planning nurses, and to the role of the
family planning nurse prescriber, and how well each was
performed. Comparisons of the ratings provided an
indicative profile of the role of the family planning nurse
prescriber and a prioritised list of training needs to achieve
this status. Of the 1142 questionnaires distributed, 388 were
returned.

Results
Significant interest was reported by the sample in becoming
nurse prescribers. The family planning nurse prescriber’s
role was generally defined in terms of prescribing
functions. However, from the 15 top-rated skills of the
family planning nurse prescriber, it is clear that the role is
not seen exclusively in terms of prescribing.  

Conclusions
The top-rated skills of the family planning nurse prescriber

fit competencies outlined for advanced nursing practice,
reinforcing the argument that the role of the nurse
prescriber is commensurate and compatible with that of the
nurse practitioner. 

This study offers timely empirical evidence to the current
debate about the occupational boundaries of the nurse
prescriber, and the level and content of education required
for this role. Its findings are consistent with other training
needs analyses that have focused on educational
requirements for advanced nursing practice, and accord
with policy documents on the traditional nursing role. 

In May 2001, the Government confirmed that
independent nurse prescribing will be extended into the area
of health promotion, identifying family planning nurses
among those suitable for training. The findings of this study
are compatible with their recommendations that nurses with
additional qualifications, e.g. specialist practitioners,
clinical nurse specialists in relevant areas, nurse consultants
and nurse practitioners should be priority nominees for
training.

Within family planning, many services currently widely
use patient group directions as a means of nurses supplying
prescription-only medicines. While future independent
nurse prescribing within family planning may be a natural
progression, it remains important that outside the specialty
experiences and research are shared. 

Publication of the full article
The full paper by Claire Tyler was published in the
September 2001 issue of the Journal of Advanced Nursing.
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