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Objectives: It is well established that cancer nurses and advanced practice nurses (APN) are critical to the
delivery of high-quality, accessible, safe, and affordable cancer care globally. Specialized cancer nurses and
APNs with a strong foundation in the pillars of nursing practice (clinical, leadership, education, and research)
are essential to optimize patient outcomes, create increased cost-efficiencies through innovative models of
care delivery, and can further leverage interprofessional collaboration in cancer care. To address the existing
shortcomings in cancer control, Australian cancer nurses, including APNs, and cancer nurses and APNs glob-
ally, need an evidence-informed consensus drive framework to harmonize clinical, educational and career
pathways leading to specialization, advanced practice, promotion, and equitable and accessible education.
Methods: Critical perspective.
Results: Scoping work has begun to build on the 2009 seminal Australian EdCaN framework, with ambitions
to develop a contemporary practice and career framework for all cancer nurses which details clear pathways
to specialized and APN roles inclusive of navigating to and through direct clinical care, research, academia,
education, and management or executive leadership.
Conclusions: A revised framework that is cognizant of the changing landscape of contemporary cancer care,
and the growing diversity of nursing roles is needed to address the imminent nursing workforce crisis.
Implications for Nursing Practice: The revised framework may support the implementation of the newly
released Australian Cancer Plan and provide a career pathway model that may be adopted internationally,
including in low- and middle-income countries.

© 2024 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Inc. This is an open access article under the CC BY license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)
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In contemporary 21st-century health care, there is an increasing
need to mobilize the full scope of practice among all members of the
interprofessional cancer team to deliver high-quality cancer care
through sustainable, efficient, and effective innovative models of
care. Globally, cancer incidence and mortality are on the increase,
with more than 19 million new cases and 10 million deaths reported
in 2020 alone.1 Over the next 20 years, there are a projected 30 mil-
lion new cancer cases and 16 million deaths worldwide.1 At the
same time, with impressive progress in treatment innovation and
care, more and more people are surviving cancer in the long term,
adding to the more than 32 million cancer survivors who currently
require survivorship care.2 To address the burgeoning cancer inci-
dence, successful cancer control is only possible with a specialized
and advanced practice cancer nursing workforce effectively working
in interprofessional teams.3,4

Cancer nurses contribute to multidisciplinary care and directly
influence patient outcomes by providing timely, accessible, and
responsive evidence-based cancer care, psychosocial support,
advanced clinical practice, care coordination, and navigation for
patients in complex health care systems.5 Additionally, advanced
practice nurses (APNs) in cancer settings improve the efficiency of
health care delivery by integrating nursing and medical clinical skills
to manage complex patient cases autonomously.3,6,7 Globally, cancer
nursing, like nursing more generally, is facing major challenges to its
sustainability and workforce. The World Health Organization, Nurs-
ing Now, and the International Council of Nurses highlighted a 5.91
million global nurse-shortage in their State of the World’s Nursing
report in 2020,8 largely due to issues with recruitment of nurses into
the profession and retention of nurses once qualified. Reports from
the United States of America have identified that 17.5% of new regis-
tered nurses leave nursing within their first year, and approximately
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Layperson Summary

What we investigated and why

Modern cancer care can only be delivered with a specialized
and advanced practice cancer nursing workforce. Globally, can-
cer nursing, like nursing more generally, is facing major chal-
lenges to its sustainability and workforce.

How we did our research

In Australia the first national cancer plan has been released. The
pivotal role that nurses will play in delivering on this plan has
been recognized by the federal government who committed
$AUD166 million to Australian cancer nurses.

What we have found

To recruit and retain novice to advanced practice cancer nurses,
it is timely to scope the literature and build a strong and clear
career pathway framework for all cancer nurses.

What it means

Such a framework which reflects the landscape of current can-
cer care, and the growing diversity of nursing roles is not only
needed to address the imminent nursing workforce crisis, but
will also support the implementation of the Australian Cancer
Plan, and provide a career pathway model that may be adopted
internationally, including in low- and middle-income countries.
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33% leave within 2 years.9 A similar experience is being shown in
Australia, with data modeling predicting a shortage of over 100,000
nurses by next year (2025) alone.10 Cancer nursing as a specialty is
not immune to these growing concerns. In 2021, Bradford et al11 con-
firmed an imminent “care crisis” in cancer nursing in Australia
through a nationwide survey of the cancer nursing workforce. Direct
reports from cancer nurses indicated that approximately 60%
intended to leave the profession within the next decade, with many
of these being highly experienced APNs.11

There is, therefore, an urgent need to improve not only recruit-
ment but also retention of cancer nurses but also those who can func-
tion in APN roles. APNs play a pivot clinical leadership role which
encompasses the coaching/mentoring of nursing students and staff,
promoting the use of evidence-based practices, and contributing to
and/or leading quality improvement and research activities. These
activities are not only instrumental for promoting optimal work envi-
ronments for nurses, but importantly, facilitate recruitment and
retention of nurses.12 Addressing this workforce shortfall is not only
a professional imperative, but more importantly a public one, as
many patients across all age groups and of all cancer types are con-
tinuing to report a range of unmet supportive care needs, including
during and after the COVID-1911-16 pandemic.
Focusing on Cancer Specialist Nurses

The International Council of Nurses together with the World
Health Organization have long recognized that scope of practice,
minimum standards for education and practice, and maintenance
of clinical competence must be set and defined in nursing special-
ities.17 The absence of a nationally agreed framework for nursing
specialties has been identified as one of the barriers preventing
the progression of specialties in terms of recruitment, retention,
and recognition.10,18
Evidence has clearly identified well known barriers and facilita-
tors related to the recruitment and retention of cancer nurses.19-22

Barriers include a lack of understanding about the extent of spe-
cialist training required, challenging and hazardous work environ-
ments, a lack of job satisfaction, burnout, limited opportunities for
leadership and advancement, and lack of recognition of the cancer
nurse’s role in advocacy and policy development.19 Additional
retention challenges include a lack of transparency and equity in
recruitment and promotion,10 limitations to progressing to full
scopes of practice,20 and limited opportunities for clinical aca-
demic pathways.23 Conversely, facilitators which encourage
recruitment and retention of nurses include opportunities for con-
tinuing professional development/education, working at full scope
of nursing practice, financial security and incentives, career mobil-
ity, and team cohesion.21,22

One of the main challenges when attempting to standardize
professional development and educational pathways in Australia
is the range of titles used to describe nursing roles, particularly
specialist nursing roles. A national nursing workforce survey con-
ducted in 2016 found that there were more than 30 titles that
reflected specialist advanced practice nurses across Australia.24

Since then, other titles have continued to enter the health care dis-
course. The recent 2021 cancer nursing workforce survey indicated
that there were 57 unique APN titles used across 96 clinical nurse
consultant roles and 32 unique titles across 92 specialist nursing
roles in Australia.11 This broad nomenclature not only risks dilut-
ing the role of a specialty nurse, but also presents challenges to
understanding and establishing the educational and professional
pathways required for novice to expert and advanced practice in
cancer nursing.

In Australia, the federal government has recognized the social,
economic, professional, and health care challenges raised by cancer
in the first ever Australian Cancer Plan (ACP), which was released in
2023.25 This 10-year plan provides a cancer control road map,
designed to improve cancer outcomes for all Australians. It is under-
pinned by six strategic objectives: (1) maximizing cancer prevention
and early detection, (2) enhanced consumer experience, (3) world
class health systems for optimal care, (4) strong and dynamic founda-
tions, (5) workforce to transform the delivery of cancer care, and (6)
achieving equity in cancer outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander people.25 The pivotal role that cancer nurses play across the
cancer trajectory and the part they will play in delivering on the ACP
was subsequently recognized by the government which, in Novem-
ber 2023, committed $AUD166 million ($USD109 million) to Austra-
lian cancer nursing23—the largest investment in cancer nursing in
history. This funding was provided to support the establishment of
an “Australian Cancer Nursing and Navigation Program” which
includes four components: (1) a cancer navigation service, (2) an all-
cancer nurse service, (3) a child and youth cancer hub, and (4) a spe-
cialist telehealth service.23 This program aims to ensure that all peo-
ple with cancer have access to high quality and culturally safe care,
irrespective of their cancer type, age, or where they live.

While this investment is significant and much needed, it is argu-
able that it will fail to achieve the objectives hoped for unless the
more fundamental workforce challenges facing cancer nursing are
addressed and ameliorated. More specifically, unless there is urgent
development plans and support strategies to grow and maintain the
workforce needed for cancer control, including novice cancer nurses
to APNs, this ambition may fall short in providing optimal or equita-
ble care for patients with cancer.26 It is timely to build robust and
transparent career pathways for all cancer nurses. Such pathways
will not only support their professional growth and increase job satis-
faction and the likelihood that they will remain in the profession, but
also contribute greatly to the provision of high-quality cancer care,
engagement in impactful research and leadership initiatives, and
most importantly, improve outcomes for people with cancer.
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Developing a National Career Pathway for Cancer Nurses in
Australia

In the 2000s, the national professional development framework
for cancer nursing, as part of the National Cancer Nursing Education
Project (EdCaN) was developed.25 The EdCaN competency framework
has historically provided a guide for the development of the cancer
nursing workforce in Australia through a framework and a set of
capabilities outlining the role expectations of nurses working in can-
cer control.27 This important work has formed the foundation of
many cancer nursing frameworks internationally including in New
Zealand, Canada, and Europe.28-30 Since this time cancer control and
health care priorities in Australia, as they have internationally, have
evolved particularly in terms of treatment mode and modality, mod-
els of care, and digital technologies.31,32 Therefore, a revised frame-
work which reflects the landscape of contemporary cancer care, and
the growing diversity of nursing roles is not only needed to address
the imminent nursing workforce crisis, but will also support the
implementation of the ACP, and provide a career pathway model that
may be adopted internationally, including in low- and middle-
income countries.33,34

Nursing leadership within the Cancer Nursing Society of Australia
(CNSA) has commenced scoping work to build on the seminal EdCaN
framework.27 This work is formative and pivotal to guide any future
development of a comprehensive framework for all cancer nurses
which can detail clear pathways to specialized cancer nursing roles
and address known workforce concerns. A contemporary cancer
nursing framework, purpose-designed to support all aspects of can-
cer nurses career development from novice to advanced practice is a
serious omission in the current cancer care landscape. Additionally,
what is also missing from extant cancer nursing career pathways and
frameworks is the inclusion of pathways which support navigating
through research, academic, education, and management or execu-
tive roles.35 Although cancer nurses are most visible in direct patient
care, their role can have them functioning at multiple levels of both
direct and nondirect patient care across the entire cancer trajectory.36

In cancer care, many frameworks are focused on subspecialist and
advanced practice roles with little guidance regarding what the pro-
fessional pathway from novice to expert and advanced practice
should entail.

A new Australian cancer nursing framework which is inclusive of
all cancer nursing roles, has the potential to provide all nurses with
the education, capability development, and opportunity to work as
specialized cancer nurses and APNs in providing direct patient care,
or to contribute to cancer care through positions in education,
research, or academia, including as nurse clinician scientists. This
type of framework will also allow for equity in opportunity for devel-
opment and promotion, increased opportunities for adequate remu-
neration for skills and education, and acknowledgement of expertise
more broadly in the interprofessional cancer team.

Conclusion

It is well established that cancer nurses and APNs are critical to
the delivery of high-quality, accessible, safe, and affordable cancer
care globally.37 Specialized cancer nurses and APNs with a strong
foundation in the pillars of nursing practice (clinical, leadership, edu-
cation, and research) are essential to optimize patient outcomes, cre-
ate increased cost-efficiencies through innovative models of care
delivery, and can further leverage interprofessional collaboration in
cancer care.38 To address these existing shortcomings in cancer con-
trol, Australian cancer nurses, including APNs, and cancer nurses and
APNs globally, need an evidence-informed consen sus driven frame-
work to harmonize clinical, educational, and career pathways leading
to specialization, advanced practice, promotion, and equitable and
accessible education.
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