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WHAT THEY DO 

Registered nurses (RNs), regardless of specialty or work setting, 
treat patients, educate patients and the public about various 
medical conditions, and provide advice and emotional support to 
patients' family members. RNs record patients' medical histories 
and symptoms, help perform diagnostic tests and analyze 
results, operate medical machinery, administer treatment and 
medications, and help with patient follow-up and rehabilitation. 
 
RNs teach patients and their families how to manage their 
illnesses or injuries, explaining post-treatment home care needs; 
diet, nutrition, and exercise programs; and self-administration of 
medication and physical therapy. Some RNs may work to 
promote general health by educating the public on warning signs 
and symptoms of disease. RNs also might run general health 
screening or immunization clinics, blood drives, and public 
seminars on various conditions. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
When caring for patients, RNs establish a care plan or 
contribute to an existing plan. Plans may include numerous 
activities, such as administering medication, including careful 
checking of dosages and avoiding interactions; starting, 
maintaining, and discontinuing intravenous (IV) lines for fluid, 
medication, blood, and blood products; administering therapies 
and treatments; observing the patient and recording those 
observations; and consulting with physicians and other 
healthcare clinicians. Some RNs provide direction to licensed 
practical nurses and nursing aides regarding patient care. RNs 
with advanced educational preparation and training may perform 
diagnostic and therapeutic procedures and may have 
prescriptive authority. 
 
Specific work responsibilities will vary from one RN to the next. 
An RN’s duties and title are often determined by their work 
setting or patient population served. 
 

EDUCATION REQUIRED 

There are three typical educational paths to registered nursing—a 
bachelor's of science degree in nursing (BSN), an associate 
degree in nursing (ADN), and a diploma. BSN programs, offered 
by colleges and universities, take about 4 years to complete. ADN 
programs, offered by community and junior colleges, take about 2 
to 3 years to complete. Diploma programs, administered in 
hospitals, last about 3 years. Generally, licensed graduates of any 
of the three types of educational programs qualify for entry-level 
positions as a staff nurse. There are hundreds of registered 
nursing programs that result in an ADN or BSN; however, there are 
relatively few diploma programs. 
 
Advancement opportunities may be more limited for ADN and 
diploma holders compared to RNs who obtain a BSN or higher. 
Individuals who complete a bachelor's degree receive more 
training in areas such as communication, leadership, and critical 
thinking, all of which are becoming more important as nursing 
practice becomes more complex. Additionally, bachelor's degree 
programs offer more clinical experience in nonhospital settings. A 
bachelor's or higher degree is often necessary for administrative 
positions, research, consulting, and teaching  
 
Many RNs with an ADN or diploma later enter bachelor's degree 
programs to prepare for a broader scope of nursing practice. 
Often, they can find an entry-level position and then take 
advantage of tuition reimbursement benefits to work toward a BSN 
by completing an RN-to-BSN program. Accelerated master's 
degree in nursing (MSN) programs also are available. They 
typically take 3-4 years to complete full time and result in the 
award of both the BSN and MSN.  
 
There are education programs available for people interested in 
switching to a career in nursing as well. Individuals who already 
hold a bachelor’s degree in another field may enroll in an 
accelerated BSN program. Accelerated BSN programs last 12 to 
18 months and provide the fastest route to a BSN for individuals 
who already hold a degree. MSN programs also are available for 
individuals who hold a bachelor's or higher degree in another field; 
master’s degree programs usually last 2 years. 
 
All nursing education programs include classroom instruction and 
supervised clinical experience in hospitals and other healthcare 
facilities. Students take courses in anatomy, physiology, 
microbiology, chemistry, nutrition, psychology and other behavioral 
sciences, and nursing. Coursework also includes the liberal arts for 
ADN and BSN students. 

RNs can specialize in one or more areas of patient care. There 
generally are four ways to specialize. RNs may work a particular 
setting or type of treatment, such as perioperative nurses, who 
work in operating rooms and assist surgeons. RNs may specialize 
in specific health conditions, as do diabetes management nurses, 
who assist patients to manage diabetes. Other RNs specialize in 
working with one or more organs or body system types. 
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OTHER USEFUL SKILLS 

Nurses should be caring, sympathetic, responsible, and detail 
oriented. They must be able to direct or supervise others, 
correctly assess patients' conditions, and determine when 
consultation is required. They need emotional stability to cope 
with human suffering, emergencies, and other stresses. 
 
RNs should enjoy learning because continuing education credits 
are required by some States and/or employers at regular 
intervals. Career-long learning is a distinct reality for RNs. 
 
Some nurses may become credentialed in specialties such as 
ambulatory care, gerontology, informatics, pediatrics, and many 
others. Credentialing for RNs is available from the American 
Nursing Credentialing Center, the National League for Nursing, 
and many others. Although credentialing is usually voluntary, it 
demonstrates adherence to a higher standard and some 
employers may require it. 

JOB GROWTH 

Employment of registered nurses is expected to grow by 22 
percent from 2008 to 2018, much faster than the average for all 
occupations. Growth will be driven by technological advances in 
patient care, which permit a greater number of health problems to 
be treated, and by an increasing emphasis on preventive care. In 
addition, the number of older people, who are much more likely 
than younger people to need nursing care, is projected to grow 
rapidly. 
 
However, employment of RNs will not grow at the same rate in 
every industry. 
 

 
 
Employment is expected to grow more slowly in hospitals—
healthcare's largest industry—than in most other healthcare 
industries. While the intensity of nursing care is likely to increase, 
requiring more nurses per patient, the number of inpatients (those 
who remain in the hospital for more than 24 hours) is not likely to 
grow by much. Patients are being discharged earlier, and more 
procedures are being done on an outpatient basis, both inside and 
outside hospitals. Rapid growth is expected in hospital outpatient 
facilities, such as those providing same-day surgery, rehabilitation, 
and chemotherapy. 
 
More and more sophisticated procedures, once performed only in 
hospitals, are being performed in physicians' offices and in 
outpatient care centers, such as freestanding ambulatory surgical 
and emergency centers. Accordingly, employment is expected to 
grow fast in these places as healthcare in general expands.  
 
Employment in nursing care facilities is expected to grow because 
of increases in the number of older persons, many of whom require 
long-term care. Many elderly patients want to be treated at home 
or in residential care facilities, which will drive demand for RNs in 
those settings.  
 

WORK ENVIRONMENT 

Respiratory therapists generally work between 35 and 40 hours 
a week. Because hospitals operate around the clock, therapists 
can work evenings, nights, or weekends. They spend long 
periods standing and walking between patients' rooms. In an 
emergency, therapists work under the stress of the situation. 
Respiratory therapists employed in home healthcare must travel 
frequently to patients' homes. 
 
Respiratory therapists are trained to work with gases stored 
under pressure. Adherence to safety precautions and regular 
maintenance and testing of equipment minimize the risk of 
injury. As in many other health occupations, respiratory 
therapists are exposed to infectious diseases, but by carefully 
following proper procedures, they can minimize these risks. 
 

HOW TO ADVANCE 

Most RNs begin as staff nurses in hospitals and, with 
experience and good performance, often move to other settings 
or are promoted to positions with more responsibility. In 
management, nurses can advance from assistant unit manager 
or head nurse to more senior-level administrative roles of 
assistant director, director, vice president, or chief of nursing. 
Increasingly, management-level nursing positions require a 
graduate or an advanced degree in nursing or health services 
administration. Administrative positions require leadership, 
communication and negotiation skills, and good judgment. 
 
Some RNs choose to become advanced practice nurses, who 
work independently or in collaboration with physicians, and may 
focus on providing primary care services. There are four types of 
advanced practice nurses: clinical nurse specialists, nurse 
anesthetists, nurse-midwives, and nurse practitioners. 
 


