
The Rise and Decline of Public Health
Nursing: Critical Issues in Health and
Healthcare

Public health nursing has a rich history of improving the health and well-
being of communities around the world. However, in recent decades, the
profession has faced significant challenges, leading to a decline in its
workforce and a diminished role in public health systems. This article
explores the factors that have contributed to this decline and discusses the
critical issues that public health nurses continue to address.
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The Rise of Public Health Nursing

The roots of public health nursing can be traced back to the late 19th
century, when a group of dedicated nurses recognized the need for health
services beyond the hospital walls. These nurses, known as visiting nurses,
provided care to families in their homes, focusing on disease prevention,
health education, and environmental sanitation.

Over the next several decades, public health nursing became an essential
part of the public health system. Public health nurses played a vital role in
controlling infectious diseases, such as tuberculosis and polio, and in
promoting maternal and child health. They also worked to improve
sanitation, provide health education, and advocate for social justice.

The Decline of Public Health Nursing

Beginning in the 1970s, public health nursing began to decline. Several
factors contributed to this, including:

* Changes in healthcare funding: The shift from public funding to private
insurance led to a decrease in funding for public health programs, including
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public health nursing. * Changes in healthcare delivery: The rise of
managed care and other cost-cutting measures led to a focus on short-
term, acute care, rather than long-term, preventive care. * Changes in
nursing education: Nursing education increasingly focused on hospital-
based care, with less emphasis on public health.

As a result of these changes, the public health nursing workforce declined
significantly. In the United States, for example, the number of public health
nurses per 100,000 population decreased from 54 in 1970 to 19 in 2010.

Critical Issues Addressed by Public Health Nursing

Despite the challenges it faces, public health nursing continues to address
critical issues in health and healthcare. These issues include:

* Health disparities: Public health nurses work to reduce health disparities
by addressing the social determinants of health, such as poverty,
education, and access to healthcare. * Chronic diseases: Public health
nurses provide education and support to help people manage chronic
diseases, such as diabetes, heart disease, and cancer. * Mental health:
Public health nurses provide mental health services, such as screening,
counseling, and referral. * Environmental health: Public health nurses
work to protect the environment from factors that can harm human health,
such as air pollution and water contamination. * Disaster preparedness
and response: Public health nurses play a critical role in preparing for and
responding to disasters, such as hurricanes, earthquakes, and pandemics.

The Need for a Revival of Public Health Nursing

The decline of public health nursing has had a negative impact on the
health of our communities. The need for a revival of public health nursing is



urgent.

Public health nurses are essential for addressing the critical health issues
facing our communities. They have the knowledge, skills, and experience
to promote health, prevent disease, and reduce health disparities.

To revive public health nursing, we need to:

* Increase funding for public health nursing programs: This will allow
us to hire and train more public health nurses. * Support nursing
education programs that focus on public health: This will ensure that
future nurses are prepared to work in public health settings. * Promote the
role of public health nurses in healthcare reform: Public health nurses
should be included in all aspects of healthcare planning and delivery.

Public health nursing has a long and proud history of improving the health
of our communities. However, the profession has faced significant
challenges in recent decades, leading to a decline in its workforce and a
diminished role in public health systems.

The critical health issues facing our communities demand a revival of public
health nursing. By increasing funding, supporting nursing education, and
promoting the role of public health nurses in healthcare reform, we can
ensure that this vital profession continues to play a leading role in
improving the health and well-being of our communities.
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