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Abstract 

Primary care (PC) nurses have challenges and barriers to professional development. The 

purpose of this column is to describe how a DNP Executive Leader Student Consulting Team 

identified PC nurses’ challenges to engaging in professional development opportunities at a 

clinic at Eskenazi Health. The authors spotlighted and made suggestions for modifications of the 

professional development opportunities for PC nurses in the healthcare organization. Key points 

include how the team assessed for challenges, identified stakeholders for the process, and 

identified and tailored professional development opportunities for the PC Registered Nurses. 
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Introduction  

Grassy Creek Health Center is part of Eskenazi Health, a large safety net hospital and 

health system in Indiana. The clinic mission aligns with the hospital and health system and is to 

advocate, care, teach, and serve the most vulnerable population in the county. In keeping with 

that mission, primary care (PC) nurses needed professional development opportunities to assure 

that they were delivering evidence-based care. Enhancing professional development 

opportunities for the Registered Nurse (RN) stimulates professional engagement and clinical 

advancement (Burke, Jablonski, Cunningham, 2020). Professional development opportunities, in 

turn, positively impact patient outcomes and experiences.  Encouraging and nurturing 

professional development builds RN confidence, improves clinical performance and 

subsequently has a positive effect on the entire organization (Bodenheimer & Mason, 2017). 
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Unfortunately, nationwide, the literature shows that there are gaps in PC professional 

development, as well as problems with high RN turnover and vacancy rates (Chamanga, Dyson, 

Loke, & McKeown, 2020).  

Background  

The Grassy Creek PC leadership recognized an opportunity to enhance the RN’s 

professional development.  These leaders engaged a Doctor of Nursing Practice (DNP) 

Executive Leader Student Consulting Team to lead an evaluation of the professional 

development needs for the PC RNs.   The PC environment is often isolated with limited 

resources, so opportunities for professional development may not be recognized or applicable to 

the PC RNs (Bodenheimer & Mason, 2017).   The consultants selected the Macy Foundation 

National Report (Bodenheimer & Mason, 2017) as the framework for PC professional 

development.  The Macy Report concentrates on transforming PC in the United States utilizing 

RNs with six recommendations: changing the healthcare culture, transforming the practice 

environment, educating nursing students in primary care, supporting the primary care career 

development of RNs, developing primary care expertise in nursing school faculty, and increasing 

opportunities for interprofessional education (Bodenheimer & Mason, 2017).   

The consulting team selected the following Macy's Recommendation:  supporting the 

primary care career development of RNs and used Macy’s action plan as the compass to guide 

professional development for the RNs at Grassy Creek.  Macy’s action plan proposed fostering 

professional development for PC RNs through building knowledge, strengthening clinical 

competencies, and expanding skills for ongoing career advancement (Bodenheimer & Mason, 

2017).  The purpose of this column is to describe tips that professional development practitioners 
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can use to assess professional development needs and identify opportunities for PC RNs career 

advancement. 

Process and Results 

Prior to beginning the project, the consulting team performed a literature review to 

identify PC professional development challenges and solutions.  See Table 1. As the clinic had a 

small staff, identifying stakeholders was not a difficult task. The consultants then met with clinic 

leaders and staff as introductory to the project. An initial assessment of the strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT) of the Grassy Creek Health Center was 

completed.  A survey of the PC RN staff was performed to identify their knowledge of 

professional development opportunities, using a Likert Scale. A post-survey was administered to 

identify satisfaction and feedback with the professional development opportunities. 

Review of the SWOT analysis and the professional development survey revealed a 

knowledge gap and lack of guidance towards professional advancement.  Assessment of the RNs 

and the clinic staff revealed that the Clinic Manager and the Site Coordinator encouraged RN 

professional development, but there were inconsistent messages about available resources. There 

was also a lack of understanding of the process for clinical advancement, recognition, and 

certification.  To address these challenges, the consulting team investigated potential 

organizational opportunities for the PC RNs. Some of the professional development solutions for 

the hospital and health care system were not available to the PC RNs. The potential opportunities 

were professional organizations such as American Academy of Ambulatory Care Nursing 

(AAACN) conferences and webinars with a cost, courses at the hospital, the learning 

management system, the Indiana State Nurses Association, and the Clinical Advancement to 

Recognize Excellence Program (CARE) Program.  
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The consults selected three methods to enhance PC RN professional development based 

on being inexpensive, available, and having a potential for inclusion of the PC RNs: 

● Created bi-weekly Professional Development Bulletins to provide education via email 

and electronic attachments.  (four were provided) 

● Collaborated with the Eskenazi Health Professional Development Institute and provided 

an effective communications course. 

● Engaged with clinical leadership to address long-term goals to advocate for PC RNs in 

Eskenazi Health’s Clinical Advancement to Recognize Excellence Program (CARE). The 

CARE program is a clinical ladder program that recognizes and rewards role distinction 

among RNs providing direct patient care based on the characteristics of the Modified 

Synergy Model of nursing care. 

The three methods are further explained below. 

Professional Development Bulletin.   The consulting team created a series of Professional 

Development Bulletins that was emailed to the PC RNs.  These electronic bulletins allowed PC 

RNs to stay informed of professional development opportunities within the Eskenazi Health 

System and provided an easy read.  The bulletins also communicated the value of being involved 

with and a member of professional PC nursing organizations such as AAACN.  

Eskenazi Health Professional Development Institute.  The Eskenazi Professional 

Development Institute was available for robust in-person sessions across the entire health 

system, including PC settings, but is now also available virtually. The Effective Communications 

course was provided to the PC RNs and yielded positive reviews and reactions.  Other courses 
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available include but are not limited to time management, managing stress, change management, 

serving with excellence, and managing customer expectations.  

CARE Program.  The PC RNs at Grassy Creek were aware of Eskenazi’s CARE clinical 

ladder program. However, a limitation to the program was that it was centered on the inpatient 

acute care RN versus the PC RN.  As Eskenazi Health was focused on achieving the ANCC 

Magnet® Designation, including PC nurses in the CARE Program was important. Advocating for 

language that was inclusive of PC RNs, the consultants and Grassy Creek leadership 

recommended revisions to the CARE Program.  The recommended revisions comprised of 

tailoring the CARE program to accommodate activities that were part of the PC RNs scope of 

service.  

Implications for Nursing Professional Development Practice  

Collaboration and engagement with the RNs led the consultant team to determine that 

further education, motivation, guidance, and opportunity towards professional development was 

warranted.  Professional development opportunities for PC RNs align with the both Macy’s 

Foundation recommendation and Grassy Creek’s mission.  Nurses in PC settings desire 

professional growth opportunities as much as their acute care colleagues.  The clinic leadership 

established a relationship with the representatives of the Eskenazi Health Professional 

Development Institute and plan to implement additional courses for RN growth.  Additionally, 

improving the frequency and methods of communication to PC RNs strengthened engagement 

efforts.  To hardwire professional development, ongoing analysis and planning throughout the 

year by leadership is necessary.  Providing opportunities to for future classes on topics tailored to 

pertinent issues and current event issues is important. The organizational professional 
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development solutions for PC RNs are the organization’s untapped resource and the best kept 

secret for nurses in PC settings. 
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Professional Development Tips for Primary Care RNs 

 

1. Perform a literature review to identify PC professional development challenges and 
solutions. 

2. Identify professional development stakeholders. 
3. Meet with clinic leaders and staff as introductory to the project. 
4. An initial assessment of the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT) 

of the Grassy Creek Health Center was completed.   
5. A survey of the PC RN staff was performed to identify their knowledge of professional 

development opportunities, using a Likert Scale. 
6. Analyze the SWOT and survey 
7. Identify local organizational opportunities for the PC RNs 
8. Select and modify potential methods to enhance professional development 
9. Met with leadership to discuss professional development role out and future 

opportunities 
10. Develop and deliver the supporting resources for professional development 
11. Re-surveyed PC RNs  
12. Met with leaders to share post evaluation 
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