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The future of nursing and the advancement of the

United Nations Sustainable Development Goals
On January 1, 2016, the United Nations (UN) 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development was enacted fol-
lowing unanimous adoption by all Member States of
the UN General Assembly just months earlier (UN,
2016). This Agenda � arguably the most ambitious
transnational initiative in history � is comprised of 17
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 targets
that seek to create a world of safety and inclusion by
promoting multisector partnerships within and
between nations. The SDGs are based on five major
themes considered essential for long-term human
well-being and survival: People, Planet, Peace, Prosper-
ity, and Partnership. Health is a common thread
weaved throughout the agenda and that means nurs-
ing is poised to be a leader in creating “the world we
want” through SDG attainment. The SDGs follow in
the wake of the UN Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs) (2000�2015), which were integral to health
advancement worldwide but also fell short of
achieving health equity and access for many people
(UN, 2015). The primary purpose of this Nursing Outlook
special issue is to discuss the relevance of the SDGs to
the current and future states of nursing practice, edu-
cation, research, and policy. By doing so, we hope to
identify opportunities for United States (U.S.) nurses to
contribute to these global action items in locally rele-
vant ways that foster a culture of health for patients,
families, and communities.
This issue will invite an emergent discourse on the

future role of nursing and midwifery related to the
state of health and well-being worldwide. All nurses
andmidwives are being called to understand the wide-
spread implications of their local actions and adopt a
stance of global citizenship. A common misbelief has
been that the SDGs are not of primary concern in a
high-income nation like the United States; our
country’s people boast plenteous resources, a well-
substantiated democratic process, and policy meas-
ures that deliver some form of health services to even
the most fiscally deprived among us. However, multi-
ple events in the United States over recent years stress
the undeniable need for attention to the tenets and
aspirational vision of the UN 2030 Agenda.
These recent complex issues in the United States

demonstrate the need for American nurses to advance
the SDGs. For example, after witnessing the sequelae
of water contamination in Flint, Michigan, it is clear
that obtaining Clean Water and Sanitation (SDG 6) is
not a problem reserved only for resource-poor
countries. The emergence of the Me Too and Black
Lives Matter movements resound that Gender Equality
(SDG 5), Reducing Inequalities (SDG 10), and promoting
Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions (SDG 16) need to
be addressed on American turf. Ongoing health care
policy changes, the economic crash of the past decade,
and ever-present health disparities remind us that
Good Health and Well-Being (SDG 3) is not attainable
for American citizens without a holistic focus on Pov-
erty (SDG 1), Hunger (SDG 2), Quality Education
(SDG 4), and Decent Work and Economic Growth
(SDG 8). From an environmental perspective, climate
crises in Puerto Rico and throughout a number of U.S.
regions highlight the urgency of Building Sustainable
Cities and Communities (SDG 11), developing practices
of Responsible Consumption and Production (SDG 12),
taking informed Climate Action (SDG 13), and attend-
ing to the preservation of Life on Land and Below
Water (SDGs 14 and 15).
Nurses and midwives are key stakeholders in

advancing health across the globe and wield myriad
opportunities to engage and advance the UN 2030
Agenda (Rosa, 2017; the Global Advisory Panel on the
Future of Nursing and Midwifery, 2017). Through stra-
tegic approaches to obtaining SDG targets, nurses and
midwives will be able to improve quality of life for
themselves and the public they serve. In fact, the SDGs
provide a framework for building a culture of health
with widespread implications never before imagined.
The SDGs are philosophically aligned with a holistic
approach to health and healing reflective of our disci-
plinary Nightingale heritage and our professional soci-
etal commitment to care for all peoples everywhere
(Dossey, Rosa, & Beck, 2019; Rosa, Dossey, Watson,
Beck, & Upvall, 2019; Rosa, Upvall, Beck, & Dossey,
2019; Watson, 2017).
Connecting Nurses, Local to Global

The SDGs serve as both a formal health Agenda and an
opportunity to connect all nurses and midwives work-
ing globally to advance health in their local contexts.
The World Health Organization (WHO), in collabora-
tion with its partners, is working strategically to align
international efforts to support the nursing and mid-
wifery workforce. The aim of these partnerships is to
accelerate nurses’ and midwives’ contributions to the
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achievement of Universal Health Coverage (UHC) and
the SDGs. An example of this partnership is the Nurs-
ing Now (n.d.) campaign. This collaboration includes
WHO, the International Council of Nurses, and Nurs-
ing Now, with the goal of improving the health of peo-
ple worldwide by raising the profile and status of
nursing and enhancing nurses’ contributions to
achieving UHC and the SDGs. The WHO’s (2016a) Stra-
tegic Direction for Nursing and Midwifery 2016 to 2020,
together with the Global Strategy for Human Resources
for Health: Workforce 2030 (WHO, 2016b) and the Five-
Year Action Plan Health Employment and Inclusive Eco-
nomic Growth (2017�2021) (WHO, 2018), provides a
comprehensive policy plan for effective international
collaboration on health workforce issues, including
nursing and midwifery. These documents articulate
support for nurses and midwives to work through the
SDGs and to reinforce the gains made during the MDG
era, by ensuring that within strengthened health sys-
tems, people will have equitable access to educated,
competent, and motivated nurses and midwives. In
addition, WHO’s “triple billion” target of lives saved
through UHC, protection from health emergencies,
and better health and well-being, presents opportuni-
ties to build on, renew, and enhance global commit-
ments to the nursing andmidwifery workforce.
The SDGs are nursing andmidwifery action items for

our time. They provide us with a blueprint to ensure
UHC for all people everywhere in ways that boldly
address their social, environmental, political, and eco-
nomic determinants of health. The SDGs usher in an
invitation to collaborate across sectors for the sake of
a common goal: a sustainable, inclusive, and just
world where no one is left behind and all lives are
regarded as precious.
Taking the First Step

This special issue provides the information needed to
take the first step toward SDG advocacy for a better
planet and resilient future rooted in health for all. The
introductory article by Rosa et al. provides a more
explicit background of the SDGs, their relevance to
nursing practice, and implications of the UN 2030
Agenda for our profession, as well as our patients and
communities. Next, Michele Upvall and Geraldine
Luzincourt address the integration of the SDGs into
nursing curriculum as an ethical response and facilita-
tor for developing students as global citizens. Third,
Allison Squires identifies strategic opportunities to
strengthen research capacity in the United States in
order to meet the SDGs and leverage nurses’ and mid-
wives’ impacts on health outcomes. Fourth, Suzanne
Miyamoto and Ellie Cook articulate the link between
the SDGs and policy, describing the SDGs as “the
steady horizon” of the public will to make progress
amid the political currents of the American healthcare
system. Finally, in their closing commentary, Susan
Hassmiller and Paul Kuehnert discuss how addressing
the SDGs will assist nurses to build a culture of health
throughout our nation.
At the UN Sustainable Development Summit 2015,

then UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon said

Seventy years ago, the United Nations rose from the
ashes of war. Governments agreed on a visionary
Charter dedicated to “We the Peoples.” The Agenda
you are adopting today advances the goals of the
Charter. It embodies the aspirations of people every-
where for lives of peace, security and dignity on a
healthy planet. Let us today pledge to light the path
to this transformative vision (UN, 2015).

This special issue is a scholarly contribution toward
achieving the vision described by Ki-moon and the
SDGs. Nurses and midwives are well positioned to
advance these action items in multiple professional
domains and in alignment with their disciplinary
expertise. The featured authors provide an inspiring
opportunity to raise awareness about the SDGs and
identify action-based opportunities to ensure a future
of health, well-being, peace, justice, and dignity for the
United States and the entire global village.
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