Re: Week 15 Discussion 1: Policy and Practice Issues
by Tiffany Landry - Monday, 4 December 2023, 3:25 PM
There is an alarming trend of increased violence towards healthcare workers. These numbers are especially high amongst those who work with psychiatric and mental health populations. For example, just recently in my hometown area, a nurse caring for a psychiatric patient at a local emergency room was violently assaulted. Fortunately she sustained non life threatening injuries but this event created a culture of fear within the workplace and illustrated yet again the vulnerability of psychiatric healthcare workers.
 
The American Psychiatric Nurses Association (APNA) currently highlights workplace violence as a policy issue related to barriers to accessing psychiatric and mental health care (APNA, 2023). Specifically, indicating several interventions which can be implemented to help aid in better safety measures. Poor safety and perceived threat of injury can create numerous barriers to quality psychiatric and mental health care. For example, high staff turnover rates, poor retention of staff and insufficient patient to staffing ratio can occur as a result of violent workplace environments (Beeber et al., 2023). Additionally, it has been proven that such work conditions over time create burnout, anxiety and depression amongst providers (Je-Yeon et al., 2023).
 
Furthermore, because there appears to have been a learned and accepted ‘tolerance’ for this type behavior from patients over the years in healthcare, many of these incidents go under reported and workers accept it as part of the job. In fact, some staff are encouraged by certain agencies to not pursue legal actions against said perpetrators. As a result OSHA reports that actual documented incidents may be much higher due to widespread underreporting. In fact, up to 38% of health workers will suffer physical violence at a certain point in their careers (APNA, 2022). Some evidence suggests a correlation between workplace violence and liability exposure such as standard safeguards (Aguglia et al., 2020). Additionally, hospitals can be criticized for both overreacting or underreacting to such events. This is especially true for incidents involving bullying, verbal abuse, and harassment. Furthermore, though these statistic are applicable across all sectors of healthcare, workplace Violence against workers is most commonly experienced in psychiatric units, emergency departments, waiting areas, and in geriatric/long-term care units (Lim et al., 2022).

In any event, NPs can become policy-aware through acknowledgment of such issues and advocating for change. For this particular concern, there must be structured prevention plans in place as well as protocols to follow if such events occur. The preservation of healthcare workers safety and mental wellness should be a top consideration across all fields of healthcare. In turn, retention rates and safer care will ensue as a result. Lastly, please find in the link below an attached white/position paper to support this information: https://www.apna.org/news/violence-prevention/
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Policy and Practice Issues
White paper: https://www.apna.org/news/apna-position-paper-the-future-of-nursing-2020-2030/ 
One policy issue related to barriers to accessing mental health care that is currently being addressed by the American Psychiatric Nurses Association (APNA) is building a path to health equity. If equitable health and mental health care were not a concern, there would be fewer barriers to receiving care. However, lack of equitable care results in certain obstacles being placed before individuals attempting to receive care. There are nine key aspects summarized in the paper that focus on different angles on the topic. APRNs can better serve as patient advocates by being aware of current policies that are in place while also working towards implementing new policies for the betterment of their patients. The first recommendation in this paper discusses the need for all national nursing organizations to collaborate by constructing a shared plan to address social determinants of health to achieve health equity (APNA, 2021). The paper focuses heavily on social determinants of health as these greatly impact an individual’s ability to access care. Certain social determinants of health that have been shown to lead to poor mental health outcomes include, but are not limited to, discrimination, food insecurity, unemployment, negative familial relationships, homelessness, economic insecurity, and poor neighborhood safety (Alegría et al., 2018). To reduce barriers to care and increase health equity, policies must focus on these social determinants of health. However, institutions need the means and the resources to be able to do this. The paper being referenced also discusses the importance of federal, tribal, state, local, and private payers and public health agencies initiating certain systems to support nurses in all areas of healthcare financially to properly and adequately address social determinants of health, including health equity and access to care (APNA, 2021). To be a better patient advocate, one must familiarize themselves with the access to mental healthcare in the state in which they practice. According to Mental Health America (2023), South Carolina is among the lowest-ranked states (ranked at number 43) in terms of access to mental health care compared to the rest of the country. 
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        The issue at hand is essentially about access to mental healthcare and the barriers that exist for patients to get the care and for providers to furnish the care. This writing seeks to explore the barriers to access from an examination of policy (both current and proposed). This will be achieved by explanation of research and inclusion of the American Association of Nurse Practitioners’ position statement on relevant topics.
        The professional organizations which advise and provide guidelines on curriculum and training, as well as the credentialing exam (just like for RN positions) is national.  However, individual states add additional requirements for licensure and restrictions on practice which impede the goal of access to care for patients (Clarke, 2023). The American Association of Nurse Practitioners (AANP) takes a firm stance against the additional requirements (beyond the education and board certification exam) (AANP, n.d.; AANP, 2022). 
        The landscape of healthcare is constantly changing along with the role and scope of practice for Nurse Practitioners. As such, being aware of potential changes, and partaking in the wider legislative process where possible, is critical to ensuring that new policies remain focused on the goal of providing competent, safe, and easily available care to patients in need. The risk, of course, being that if we are not involved, there may come a time when a policy change is either passed with a negative outcome impacting our ability to serve the communities we work in or an opportunity for a positive change is missed. I would recommend the first step toward becoming aware of potentially impacting policies is to sign up with relevant professional organizations who are able to monitor proposed policy and assist in advocacy at both the professional and political level. Please find in my references recent AANP statements, as well as an older (but still relevant) International Society of Mental Health Nurses white paper.
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