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While concerns abound globally with regard to the preparation of the future nursing 
workforce, in relation to issues such as safe staffing, workplace wellbeing and pay and 
conditions, one additional concern for us is the lack of strategic planning for higher-level 
development within the profession. Indeed, this prompted us to recently write about 
this issue, suggesting a “call to action” in order to spearhead a critical discussion on the 
scholarly development of nursing1. 

Termed the “clinical-academic divide” by authors2 there is now an urgent shortage 
of future faculty to prepare nurses of the future and limited scholarly development within 
the discipline.  This is now at crisis point and urgent action needs to be taken. These 
challenges are faced by nurses globally. There are also some examples of proactive steps 
to address this, with countries such as Spain, where in the early 2000, a career framework 
was created that facilitated increasing the number of Masters’ prepared nurses as part 
of the workforce as well as investing in PhD preparation and training. At the same time, 
investment in education of nurses to Masters’ and PhD level also has to make economic 
and clinical sense.

It is our view that while there have been great strides in the development of the 
profession globally, especially with regard to the continued and ongoing connection 
between nursing and university-based education in most countries, this development 
seems to have reached its pinnacle in many areas. It appears that rather than continued 
advancement of the discipline through research and PhD study, postgraduate specialisation 
appears to be the accepted conclusion of the vigorous professional development that has 
occurred across Europe and the UK in the last two decades: “We now have a complete 
apprentice pathway from entry level to postgraduate advanced clinical practice in nursing, 
providing a high-quality route into the profession” (Nursing degree apprenticeships: in 
poor health 2019:194)3.

Whilst globally there has been an increasing emphasis on advancing nursing practice, 
both academically, but also within clinical practice, the manifestation of nursing as a research 
led and informed profession is not borne out in practice.  For example, the research activity 
required of many advanced nurse practitioners (ANPs) is often not prioritised or supported 
in practice4. Indeed the advancement of nursing as a scientific discipline is faltering in many 
European countries as few nurses are advancing to PhD level, and are rather, understandably 
opting for a clinical career pathway. 

There is a serious need to develop a clinical academic career pathway, not only to 
inform and advance clinical practice, as research activity and where clinical research careers 
are embedded there are better patient outcomes5-6, but to ensure that there are enough 
PhD prepared faculty to educate the nurses of the future.  Indeed there is existent concern 
about the lack of strategic planning for the future “pipeline”: “Nursing faces a crisis because 
there exists a dearth of qualified nurse academicians and administrators willing to step up 
to high-level leadership positions such as deanships and chief nursing positions” 7:258.

This situation has arisen due to a lack of infrastructural support, including opportunity 
for research advancement and limited funding opportunities for nursing research, the 
authors8 something which resonates strongly with us as a team. However the nursing 
profession needs to begin to influence strategic planning for this aspect of nursing, 
including advancing the nursing research agenda.  What is needed is: “a well-prepared, 
diverse, well-funded and steady supply of nurse scientists from those in the educational 
pipeline through early stage, mid-career and senior careers”9:246.

High level clinical strategic partnerships are urgently needed to plan for the nursing 
scholar and nursing faculty pipeline. This may include targeting and nurturing current 
undergraduate students but also providing financial and infrastructural support necessary 
to support PhD and postdoctoral career development. Clinical research units need to be 
embedded in healthcare sights, in partnership with the universities, led by the nursing 
professoriate. There is an urgent need for both global and national nursing research 
strategy. There is also a need for conversations about developing clinical academic career 
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pathways to enable succession planning of expert clinicians to guide nurse education for 
the future. We concur with Watson10 who suggest that:

If we do not address the apparent shortage of doctorally prepared nurses, especially 
in clinical practice, then this will have an adverse effect on the pipeline into academia. 
Consequently, this will have an adverse effect on our ability to teach future generations of 
nursing students and it will also threaten our place in universities. Watson et al10.

There are other issues to consider. Professional doctorates, which are useful for 
practicing nurses, are not consistently thought to provide the research training required for 
the discipline. In the US for example, some nurses have not had their doctorates recognised 
for research credibility and have had to ‘convert’ to a PhD, usually self-financed. At the 
same time, senior management in the health care setting have been very reluctant (for 
a whole host of reasons) to support, let alone invest, in nursing research, academia and 
leadership for nursing research, some of which we have witnessed first-hand. However, it is 
still incumbent on us to attempt to persuade others/society to invest in nursing research, 
and advance the research aspect of our profession, through PhD prepared nurses and 
adequate numbers of professors.  We really need to make sure the leaders of our profession 
are on board - and that is a challenge.
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