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Abstract  This  article  presents  a general  analysis  about  academic  training  of  Advanced  Practice
Nurses at  international  level.  Firstly,  some  essential  and  global  characteristics  of  advanced
practice training,  the  core  competencies  and  the difficulties  found  in the  implementation  of  the
academic training  programs  for  these  figures  are presented.  Secondly,  the  reality  of  advanced
practice training  in  our  country  is explained,  with  emphasis  on  some  university  programmes  at
Masters, level  and  the expansion  of  the  official  nursing  specialties.  Then  the European  situa-
tion is addressed,  showing  a  great  variability  among  countries  in  the  implementation  of  these
roles, as  well  as  an  important  heterogeneity  in the  academic  training  associated  with  their
performance.  Lastly,  continuing  with  the  international  perspective,  the academic  training  for
advanced practice  nurses  in the  USA,  Latin  America,  Africa,  Asia  and  Oceania  is described.
© 2018  Elsevier  España,  S.L.U.  All  rights  reserved.
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Formación  de  las  enfermeras  de práctica  avanzada:  perspectiva  internacional

Resumen  En  este  artículo  se  realiza  un  análisis  general  sobre  la  formación  de las enfermeras
de  práctica  avanzada  a  nivel  internacional.  En  primer  lugar,  se  presentan  algunas  caracterís-
ticas esenciales  y  globales  de la  formación  en  práctica  avanzada,  las  competencias  centrales
y las  dificultades  encontradas  en  la  implantación  de programas  formativos  para  estas  figuras.
Posteriormente,  se  expone  la  realidad  de la  formación  de  práctica  avanzada  en  nuestro  país,
haciendo  especial  hincapié  en  algunos  programas  universitarios  a  nivel  de  máster  y  la  expansión
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de  las  especialidades  oficiales  de  enfermería.  A continuación,  se  aborda  la  realidad  europea,
con una  gran  variabilidad  entre  países  con  relación  a  la  implantación  de estos  roles,  así  como
una gran  heterogeneidad  en  la  formación  vinculada  a  su  desempeño.  Por  último,  la  perspectiva
internacional  nos  lleva  al  análisis  de  la  formación  de enfermeras  de  práctica  avanzada  en  EE.
UU., Latinoamérica,  África,  Asia  y  Oceanía.
© 2018  Elsevier  España, S.L.U.  Todos  los  derechos  reservados.

Introduction

The  advanced  practice  nurse  (APN)  dates  back to  the middle
of  the  20th century  in the  U.S.A.  when  the Nurse  Practitioner
(NP)  and  Clinical  Nurse  Specialist  (CNS)  roles appeared.  The
NP  arose  as a  solution  to the lack  of  primary  care  physicians
and  consequently  their  ‘‘advanced  practice’’  is  based  on  the
acquisition  of skills  such as  assessment,  diagnosis  and  treat-
ment,  necessary  for  autonomously  managing  certain  types  of
patients,1 whilst  the CNS  responds  to  the need  for manager
nurses  to have  someone  who  could  help  them  train  their  staff
in  care  quality,  so  that their  advanced  practice  was  upheld
in  actual  nursing  care.2

The  literature  confirms  that  worldwide  there  is  a great
variety  of  terms  used  to  refer  to  the  different  figures  of
APN.  Part  of  the problem  resides  in the  tendency  to  refer
to  ‘‘advanced  practice’’  figures  to  all those nurses  who  are
different  from  the figure  of  the  traditional  general  nurse.3

In  a  study  conducted  in 32  countries  by  Pulcini  et  al.,4 13
different  names  were  found  for  APNs.  However,  the  2 most
common  ones  worldwide,  within  advanced  practice,  con-
tinue  to  be the  NP  and the  CNS.

In the  literature  there  is  not  only  evidence  of  variability
with  regards  to  the  naming  of  different  APN  figures,  there
are  also  key  aspects,  such as  the  practice  environment,  the
regulation  of  practice  or  the necessary  training  requisites
for  access  to  these roles.  It  is  therefore  important  to  estab-
lish  official  training  programmes  for APNs.4 Inconsistencies
in  education  policies  and  in  access  to  post-graduate  stud-
ies  is  one  of  the  main  barriers  to  the  development  of these
nurses.5

In 2008  the International  Council  of  Nursing  (ICN)  made  an
attempt  to  come up  with  a  consensual  international  defini-
tion  of  the  APN and  defined  the APN  as  a nurse  with  expert
knowledge,  capable  of  taking  complex  decisions  and with
the  necessary  competences  to  carry  out broad  practice,
with  recommendation  of  training  at a  master  degree
level.

This article  offers  a general  analysis  on  the training  of
APNs.  Firstly,  we  will  present  several  essential  and  overall
characteristics  of  training  in  advanced  practice  and  after
this  we  will address  the different  realities  of  APN  training  in
Spain,  Europe  and  the rest  of  the world.

The  training characteristics of advanced
practice nurses

Some  unanimity  exists  for  recognition  that  the  different
existing  APN figures  on  an international  level  require  train-
ing  beyond  basic  degree  level  nursing.6 In  this regard  it has
been  proven  that the  training  level  of nurses  is closely  linked
to  the undertaking  of  advanced  practice  activities.7

Approximately  70%  of  countries  with  APNs  have  official
training  programmes  for  access  to  this  role.4 the major-
ity  of  them  are based  on  master’s  degree  level  university
studies,  which  in half  of  the  cases  coexist  with  other  post-
graduate  courses.4 The  role  further education  facilities  need
to  fulfil  in this  training  is  therefore  widely  internationally
recognised.8

One  of the essential  aspects  required  of university  pro-
grammes  for  training  APNs  is  that  the curriculum  be geared
towards  the development  of  competences.9,10 It is  essential
that  training  begins  with  the  acquisition  of  an ability  for
critical  thinking,  problem  solving  and  clinical  judgement,
through  learning  methods  based  on  problems,  clinical  cases
and  concept-based  learning.9

To  obtain  the  maximum  benefit  from  the  APNs, both  for
the patient  and for healthcare  organisations  and the  sys-
tem  itself,  the  need  to  optimise  the ‘‘non  clinical’’  APN
dimensions  has been highlighted.  These  include  research,
evidence-based  practice  and  quality  optimisation.11 Accord-
ing to  the well-known  model by  Hamric  et  al.,12 it is  the
‘‘non  clinical’’  competences  of  the APN,  which  go  beyond
those  of  direct  clinical  practice  which  are  recognised.  These
include  coaching,  consultancy,  leadership  research,  collabo-
ration  and  ethical  decision  making.  Evidence  shows  that  the
development  of  roles,  such  as  that  of research  or  leadership
by  the  APNs  is  related  to  the  increase  in  the level  of  training
and  most particularly  in master  degree  level  training.7

The  inclusion  of  clinical  simulation  in APN  training  is  also
a  key element  for  the educational  programmes  of  these
nurses.9,10 Clinical  simulation  means  acquiring  competences
safely  and  being  able  to  resolve  the problems  identified  in
many  countries,  as  a consequence  of  the  lack  of  clinical
practice  posts  for  these  professionals.  Furthermore,  sim-
ulation  is  an ideal  methodology  for the development  of
interprofessional  collaboration.  According  to  the  literature,
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interprofessional  education  is  precisely  one  of  the corner-
stones  of  APN  training  progrmames.9,10

However,  the  literature  also  describes  the  existing  limits
to  the  development  of  training  programmes  for  APNs. Highly
qualified  teachers  are needed,  as  are low teacher/student
ratios  and  the  few  existing  clinical  practice  positions  avail-
able  are  barriers  limiting  the offer  of  training  for  these
nurses.  This  is  also  a problem  in the  different  international
contexts.8,9

To  solve  these problems,  innovative  strategies  are  being
explored,  such  as  the establishment  of  alliances  between
2  or  more  universities  for  the development  of  joint
programmes  or  collaborations  between  universities  and
healthcare  institutions,  aimed  at developing  new  structures
to  offer  advanced  training  practice  to  nurses.13

Advanced practice  nurses  training in  Spain

Many  autonomous  communities  in Spain  have  put  different
initiatives  into  practice  which  include  innovative  profiles
to  develop  skilled  and more  highly  complex  practice  and
autonomy  than  that  provided  by  the general  care  nursing
certificate.  An  attempt  is therefore  being  made  to  respond
to  the  new  care  demands,  principally  with  regard  to car-
ing  for  chronic  diseases.14,15 Some  of  these  experiences  are
the  Emergency  care  for  lesser  diseases  in Primary  Care  in
Catalonia,16 the  Management  of  home-based  and hospital
care  cases  in Andalusia,17 the  Advanced  clinical  nurse  of
the  Basque  Country18 and  the Professional  accreditation  in
Andalusia  for  oncology  APNs,  APNs  in  caring  for  people  with
complex  chronic  wounds  and  APNs  in  care  of  people  with
ostomies.19,20 The  nurse  manager  is  probably  the most com-
mon  figure  here  and,  apart  from  being  present  in Andalusia,
is  also  to  be  found  in other  autonomous  communities  such
as  the  Community  of Valencia,  Murcia,  Aragon,  Madrid  and
Navarre.15,21 However,  none  of  these  roles  require  post-basic
specific  training  and  none  of  them  exactly  coincide  with  the
traditional  roles  of  the NP  and  CNS.

Also,  for some  years  it  has  been  possible  to  study  dif-
ferent  advanced  practice  courses  in Spain,  as  a  master’s
degree  or  other  types  of  qualifications  and  either  with  on-
site,  semi-on-site  or  online  classes.  A few  examples  of  these
are  the  University  Master’s  Nursing  Research  and  Advanced
Professional  Practice  of  the University  of  Cadiz,22 the  Mas-
ter  in  Advanced  Practice  Nursing  in complex  chronic  patient
care  of  the  European  University  of  Madrid,23 the master  in
Advanced  Practice  and Nurse  management  of  the University
of  Navarre24 ----  the oldest  of  all  courses  offered,  now  in its
tenth  year  ----  or  the  Advanced  Practice  Nursing  Master  in
chronic  patent  care  from  the International  Health  Sciences
School.25

Spain  has  clearly  supported  the development  of  nurs-
ing  specialities  over  and above  the roles  of  APNs  in
the  country  or  the  different  university  courses.  Since
1987  the  obtainment  of specialist  nursing  has  been  reg-
ulated  (mental  health,  paediatrics,  geriatrics,  obstetrics
and  gynaecology,  family  and  community,  employment  health
and  surgical---medical  nursing),26 resulting  in training  in spe-
cific  areas  imparted  in accredited  and  multiprofessional
teaching  units  which  guarantee  interprofessional  collab-
oration  and  education.  These  specialities  are offered  by

the  National  Healthcare  System  (save  for  the  speciality  of
medical---surgical  nursing  which  does  not yet  have  an  official
programme  for  training  in this  speciality)  and  an exclusive
dedication  to  training  full  time  with  a working  contract  for  2
years  is  guaranteed.27 The  specialities  are  equivalent  to  the
second  university  cycle,  corresponding  to  a  master’s  degree
level,  with  direct  access  to  doctorate  level28 and  uphold
APN  profile  characteristics  which  is  why  several  sectors  have
wished  to  equate  them  with  APN  specialties.29 However,  in
reality  there  is  no  existing  consensus  around  this assimilation
of  the  APN  to  specialised  nursing  practice.30

It is  however  obvious  that  in the Spanish  context  there  is
a  debate  regarding  the  APN,  the  different  figures  involved
and  the training  required  for  this  new  nurse  profile.15,30,31

Among  the possible  solutions  to the controversial  situation
there  have  been  suggestions  to  establish  mixed  models  inte-
grating  the  APN into  specialities  whilst  maintaining  areas  of
specific  competence  but  linked  to  official  academic  training
at  a  minimum  level  of  a  master’s  degree.30 To  sum  up, there
is  a  need for  national  policies  and strategies  to govern  the
professional  regulation  of  the APN,  together  with  a  frame-
work  for  the professional  practice  of  this  new  figure  who  has
been  proven  to  improve  care standards.15,30,31

Advanced  practice nurses  training  in Europe

There  is  extensive  variation  within  the European  context
between  countries  with  regard  to  the introduction  of  the
APN in  healthcare  systems,  and  also  the  training  linked  to
advanced  practice  roles.

In  countries  like  Germany,  Denmark  or  Belgium  no  recog-
nised  APNs  exist as  such.32,33 However,  in Finland  or  Sweden,
different  roles  for  APNs  have  been  developed  in clinical
practice  but  there  is  no  regulation  of  the situation.32---35 In
the  case  of Finland,  although  no  specific  training  requisites
have  been  established,  the professionals  who  carry  out APN
jobs  have  post-graduate  training,  including  post-graduate
diplomas  of  between  30---60  ECTS or  university  master’s
degrees  (60---90 ECTS).  During  the  last  decade,  different
universities  have driven  the creation  of advanced  practice
master  programmes.33,35 Similarly  APNs  in Sweden  carry  out
a  wide  range  of  specialist  nursing,  CNS  and  other  advanced
roles.  For  all  of  them the  recommended  training  level  is  a
master’s  degree,  but  as  there  is  no  specific  existing  legal
regulations,  much  variety  of  academic  training  continues.36

In Switzerland,  the  development  of  the  APN is  still  in its
initial  stages  where there  is  no  regulation  of  official  recogni-
tion  of  these  figures.  However,  the  whole  country  is  working
for  the expansion  of  the nursing  profession  and  its  advanced
practice  ----  specifically  the  role  of  the CNS ----  with  the  intro-
duction of  innovative  roles  and  educational  programmes  to
respond  to  these  new  demands.  The  available  training  for
APNs is  at  master’s  degree  level,  but  no  standards  have  been
implemented  on  the curriculum  of  these  qualifications.37

In Italy  and  France  the figure  of  the  specialist  nurse
exists  and  is  regulated,  requiring  certification  at specific
post-graduate  level.34 In France,  up  until  a few  years
ago  this qualification  was  not  academic,  it has only  been
recently  that  some  education  centres  have  begun  to  develop
advanced  practice  master  degree  programmes  aimed  at
extending  the  introduction  of  this  type  of role.33 In  Norway



128  L.  San  Martín-Rodríguez  et al.

and  Holland  there  is  a specific  law in  force  requiring APNs
to  have  training  at master  degree  level and  there  is  a broad
offer  of  master  programmes  in advanced  practice  in their
university  system.32,34

In the  case  of  Ireland,  the first  APN  positions  were  cre-
ated  in  the nineties,  and  regulation  exists  in this regard.33

The  main  APNs  in the Irish  health  system  are the  CNS  and  NP.
To  be  a  CNS  requires  level  8  in their  professional  qualifica-
tion  system,  which  is  equivalent  to  a post-graduate  diploma.
An  NP  is  required  to  have  a master  degree  level  training.38

At  present  several  universities  of  the  country  offer  mas-
ter  degree  programmes  specifically  focused  on advanced
practice  skills.

The  United  Kingdom  also  deserves  special  mention  as  a
country  with a long  history  of advanced  practice  nursing  pro-
fessionals  where  the first  APN positions  were  created  in the
1970s.  In  the  last  2 decades their  number  has  increased
exponentially  leading  to  a wide  range  of  APN figures.33

However,  there  is  no specific  legal  regulation.32 Access
requirements  vary  from  one  figure  to  another  and  there  is  no
standardised  regulation  in this  regard.33 In general,  a high
level  of  clinical  experience  is  required  and  the  obtainment  of
a  certain  level within  the  professional  qualification  system,
but  the  recommendation  is to  have  a  master’s  degree.33,39,40

The  nursing  council  of the United  Kingdom  produced  a  doc-
ument  containing  the  standards  regarding  competences  and
advanced  practice  nursing  in its  difference  specialities.40

Advanced practice  nurses  training  outside
Europe

The  highest  training  level  of  APNs  internationally  is  that  of
the  U.S.A.  but  some  specific  experiences  in other  countries
have  developed  these  figures  along  with  regulating  stan-
dards  and  their  corresponding  programmes.

In Australia  and  New  Zealand  there  is  both  the  figure  of
the  CNS,  and  the  NP. In the case  of  Access  to  the NP  role,  in
both  countries  it is  required  to  have  a  university  master’s
degree.  However,  for the CNS  and  other  advanced  roles,
there  are  other  diplomas  and  demands  vary between  the
different  health  organisations  proposing  them.3,7

In Asia,  different  APN  figures  have  evolved  in  countries
such  as  China (Hong  Kong),  Thailand,  South  Korea  and Japan.
In  Hong  Kong  the existing  APN figures,  among  which  is  the
NP,  are  required  to have  a master  degree  level  qualifica-
tion  to practice,  and possess  some  clinical  experience.41

The  master  level  and  2 years  of clinical  experience  are also
required  in Thailand  to  practice  the role  of  the  primary  care
NP.42 In the case  of the general,  neonatal  or  ophthalmology
NP  a  4-month  training  is  required,  offered  by  the  Nursing
Council  of  Thailand,  and  between  one  and  two  years  of  clin-
ical  experience  in these  areas.42 In Japan,  for practice  as  a
CNS  it  is  necessary  to  obtain  a certificate  from  the  Nursing
Council  of  the  country,  once  the  corresponding  university
training  has been  obtained.43 In South  Korea,  it is  the Min-
istry  that  awards  the  licence  to practice  as  an APN,  and  for
this  3  years  of  experience  is  required  in the  corresponding
area  (within  the  last  10  years)  and  to  be  taking  a university
training  programme.44

Several  countries  in Africa  have  also  made  efforts  to
put  APN  profiles  into  practice,  essentially  as  a  solution  to

the problems  caused  by  the lack  of  healthcare  resources
these  countries  suffer  from  in  general.  In Botswana  there  is
an  NP family  programme,  driven  by  collaboration  with  the
U.S.A.  Initially,  the programme  offers  a one year  training
programme,  imparted  by  American  nurses  and  to  practice
an  NP.45 is  currently  required  to  have  18  months  of  training.
In  Swaziland  an NP  programme  has  also  been  introduced  but
does  not currently  function  consistently.13

In  Latin  America,  APNs  have  been  faced  with  difficulties
essentially  due  to  the  lack  of  qualified  teachers  to  offer  this
training  in  universities.  A study  conducted  in 2016  reported
that  Brazil,  Argentina,  Chile  and  Colombia  were  the best
prepared  countries  to  offer  university  training  for primary
care  APNs.8 in Mexico,  several  universities  have  recently
introduced  master  level programmes  which  train different
APN  roles.

In  the U.S.A.  the  situation  is  fairly  homogenous.  In
Canada,  training  of  CNS  and NP  is  the responsibility
of  the  universities,  through  2-year  master’s  programmes,
based  on  the  acquisition  of  competences  and  innovative
methodologies.46 However,  the  actual  ‘‘Canadian  model  of
advanced  practice’’  highlights  the fact that  the  mere  fact
of  possessing  the APN  university  qualification  is  not  synony-
mous  with  appropriately  carrying  out  the  development  of
this  role,  since  it is  the combination  of  training  and  clini-
cal  experience  which  provides  the  necessary  skills  for  APN
practice.47

In  the  U.S.A.  the  master  degree  level  is also  required  for
CNS  and NP  roles.  However,  the  great  innovation  offered
by  this  country  is  the  appearance  of  the Doctorate  of Nurs-
ing Practice48 programme  for  APN  training.  This  programme
focuses  on  the  application  of  knowledge  in nursing  practice
contrary  to  the  traditional  doctorate,  which  focuses  on
the generation  of  knowledge,  arising  from  the need  for
APN  training,  beyond  the existing  master’s  progrmames.49

The  DIP  trains  APNs  in scientific  foundations  for  practice,
organisational  leadership,  evidence-based  practice,  new
technologies,  health  politics,  interprofessional  collabora-
tion,  prevention  and  health  of the population  and  advanced
practice  in nursing.49

Conclusion

Worldwide,  there  is  a great  variety  of  terms  and  roles for
the APN  and this  variability  is  characteristic  of the  training
requirements  for access  to  these  roles.  However,  in  cases
where  further  training  is  required  for  APN  practice  it mainly
consists  of a  master’s  degree  qualification.  The  ICN  refers  to
this  level  of  training  as  the most  appropriate  for APNs  and
it is  the  level of  choice  in countries  where  these  roles have
existed  for  a long  time,  such  as  the U.S.A.  or  Canada.

University  training  is  perhaps  considered  to  be  the most
appropriate  for the acquisition  of  non-clinical  competences
increasingly  demanded  and  appreciated  for  adequate  devel-
opment  of  APN roles  in practice.

The  setting  up of  master  degree  programmes  for  APN
training  is  a  challenge  for  universities.  It  requires  deal-
ing with  the wide  range  of existing  roles  and  the shifting
demands  of  the  health system  together  with  possessing  a
teaching  staff  highly  qualified  in advanced  practice  and the
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appropriate  clinical  practice  vacancies  for  training  these
nurses.

To  resolve  these  problems,  different  international  expe-
riences  are  highlighting  the importance  of  establishing  new
alliances  between  the  academic  and medical  worlds.  These
experiences  target  synergies  between  universities  and  trig-
ger  innovative  models  of  association  between  universities
and  health  organisations.  Considering  the relevance  of  spe-
cialised  nursing  training,  in Spain  these  associations  could
perhaps  be  a  field  of  future  study.
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