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IID Perspective

End the Disability
Debate in Nursing:
Quality Care is Fact
By Leslie Neal-Boylan, PhD, APRN

Misconceptions abound regarding the abilities of people 
with disabilities and this holds true in the nursing 
profession, as well. While nurses with experience and 

L_WLY[PZL�HYL�VM[LU�KLUPLK�QVIZ�VY�SVZL�[OLPY�QVIZ�ILJH\ZL�VM�H�
physical disability, research shows appropriate accommodations 
can be made to retain these highly skilled and much-needed 
health care professionals.
���-V\Y�YLZLHYJO�Z[\KPLZ�PU]VS]PUN�YLNPZ[LYLK�U\YZLZ�^P[O�ZLSM�
PKLU[PÄLK�WO`ZPJHS�HUK�VY�ZLUZVY`�KPZHIPSP[PLZ�YL]LHS�JVTTVU�
themes about their work life experiences. The studies occurred 
V]LY�H�WLYPVK�VM�Ä]L�`LHYZ�������������HUK�PUJS\KLK�PU[LY]PL^Z�
and surveys of nurses with a variety of acquired and congenital 
disabilities. Nurses from all levels of nursing education (associ-
ate degree, bachelor’s degree, master’s degree, and doctoral 
degree) and from inpatient, outpatient, and community settings 
participated. In addition, one study compared the work life 
experiences of physicians and nurses with disabilities. 
���;OLZL�Z[\KPLZ�JVUÄYT�[OL�]HS\L�VM�U\YZLZ�SPLZ�UV[�PU�^OL[OLY�
[OL`�JHU�SPM[����WV\UKZ���VM[LU�Z[PW\SH[LK�PU�U\YZL�QVI�KLZJYPW-
tions), but in what they know. A nurse thinks critically and makes 
Q\KNTLU[Z�[OH[�KPYLJ[S`�HɈLJ[�WH[PLU[�V\[JVTLZ��(�U\YZL�PZ�
taught to question, consider, and ensure that doctors’ orders 
HYL�HWWYVWYPH[L�MVY�[OL�WH[PLU[�ILJH\ZL�ÄYZ[�HUK�MVYLTVZ[��[OL�
nurse is a patient advocate. Patients and families rely on nurses 
to help them navigate the complex health care system, translate 
JVTWSPJH[LK�TLKPJHS�QHYNVU��HUK�IL[[LY�\UKLYZ[HUK�[OL�KPHNUV-
sis and treatment plan.
   Concerns have been raised about whether a nurse with a 
physical disability might impact patient care or safety; however, 
hospitals and healthcare agencies are being encouraged to ac-
knowledge that with proper accommodations, nurses who have 
a disability can perform the necessary tasks involving direct and 
PUKPYLJ[�WH[PLU[�JHYL�^P[OV\[�QLVWHYKPaPUN�WH[PLU[�ZHML[ �̀
���-VY�PUZ[HUJL��H�U\YZL�^OV�OHZ�[YV\ISL�^HSRPUN�JHU�TVUP[VY�
telemetry on a cardiac unit, work in a poison control center, 
manage a unit, or be in charge of quality improvement. A nurse 
^P[O�H�OLHYPUN�PTWHPYTLU[�JHU�M\UJ[PVU�LɈLJ[P]LS`�PU�Q\Z[�HIV\[�
any milieu as long as TDD devices are placed on telephones 
and people face the nurse when speaking.

   Research also shows that nurses with disabilities know their 
limitations, and are likely to leave their position over the slightest 
concern about their ability to provide safe, high quality care. 
;V�KH[L��[OLYL�HYL�UV�KVJ\TLU[LK�PUJPKLU[Z�VM�H�WH[PLU[�PUQ\Y`�
caused by a nurse with a physical disability. 
���-\Y[OLYTVYL��WH[PLU[Z�YLWVY[�SP[[SL�JVUJLYU�V]LY�ILPUN�JHYLK�
for by a nurse who has a disability. In fact, they feel the nurse is 
more likely to be empathetic. Patients want the people tak-
PUN�JHYL�VM�[OLT�[V�IL�JVTWL[LU[�HUK�JVUÄKLU[��;OL`�ZLLT�
to understand that the knowledge nurses provide is their most 
important skill.
   In the event that adequate accommodations are unavailable, 
other opportunities exist. The most recent research study found 
[OH[�PM�[OL`�HYL�WLYZPZ[LU[��U\YZLZ�JHU�ÄUK�QVIZ�PU�^OPJO�[OL`�JHU�
perform as nurses and be appreciated for what they bring to the 
QVI��0U[LYLZ[PUNS �̀�TVZ[�VM�[OL�U\YZLZ�PU[LY]PL^LK�MVY�[OPZ�Z[\K`�
were employed by someone who was either a nurse who had 
a disability or a chronic illness, or by a non-nurse who had no 
preconceived notions about how much a nurse can lift or can 
do physically and was only interested in the nurse’s expertise. It 
is ironic that non-nurses would be more accepting of hiring and 
retaining nurses with disabilities than are health care providers 
or agencies. Nurses with disabilities have found satisfying posi-
tions in school nursing, informatics, case management, and as 
advice nurses, to name a few less typical nursing roles.
���:[\KPLZ�VM�U\YZLZ�^P[O�WO`ZPJHS�KPZHIPSP[PLZ�JVUÄYT�^OH[�YL-
search has previously shown about people with disabilities: they 
VM[LU�Z\ɈLY�KPZJYPTPUH[PVU�KLZWP[L�[OL�(TLYPJHUZ�^P[O�+PZHIPSP-
ties Act, they are rarely given a chance to show what they can 
do, and people make inaccurate assumptions about their abili-
ties. It is important that employers and colleagues look beyond 
disability to discover what skills truly make a person valuable to 
the organization.
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