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As 2017 gets underway the RCN is focused on 
standing up for members in the face of uncertainty, 
huge demand and mounting winter pressures

Since the start of the year the NHS has been hitting the 
headlines across the UK, with many nurses and other clinical 
staff reporting serious concerns over the quality of care they can 
provide. Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn quoted the RCN in an 
attack on the Government during Prime Minister’s Questions 
earlier this month. “The Royal College of Nursing has said that 
NHS conditions are the worst ever,” he said.

RCN Head of Employment Relations Josie Irwin said it is time 
for nursing staff to speak out. “In this uncertain post-Brexit 
world, it’s more important than ever to voice any concerns, both 
about possible harm to patients and working conditions that 
inevitably link with quality of care. The RCN will continue to 

speak out nationally and support our reps to help members get 
their concerns heard,” she said.

The pressures on staff this year seem likely to match those of 2016, 
which will be remembered for unpredicted political and economic 
events with far-reaching impact. The working lives of nursing 
staff in the UK became more stressful than ever, even dangerous 
for some, as a consequence of staff shortages and an increasingly 
bullying culture in some organisations. Figures from NHS Protect 
released last month showed that attacks on NHS staff in England 
had risen sharply, with more than 70,500 assaults reported.

Some of the RCN’s priorities for 2017 are fair pay for nursing staff, 
including those outside the NHS, making sure you have a safe 
working environment, and protecting members from discrimination 
and unfair practices. “We are preparing for uncertainty and we will 
be here for you whatever 2017 may bring,” added Josie.

Rocky road ahead



The RCN has attacked the Government for its 
reliance on the dedication and goodwill of NHS 
staff who are at breaking point this winter. RCN 
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Following my dreams

At the age of 17 I knew I wanted to be a nurse. 
It was 1966 and I was expected to pursue an 
academic career, but even at that young age,  
I knew what I wanted and I was determined to 
follow my dreams.

I absolutely loved being a nurse and it wasn’t long 
before I became active. In 1969 I got involved 
with the RCN’s Raise the Roof campaign and 
took part in marches to defend our salaries. As I 
gained more experience it became clear that I was 
destined to work with the RCN. As an in-service 
training sister I was used to teaching health and 
safety and welfare at work and after speaking to 
my local branch secretary I found myself agreeing 
to use these skills as a steward, safety rep and later 
as a professional facilitator.

In the 50 years since starting my nursing career, 
I’ve seen so many changes. The RCN has 
embraced nursing students and I now see their 
valuable input to RCN Council. But the roles 
of all nursing staff have changed. The voice of 
nursing is getting louder and we are far more 
willing to challenge unfairness now. We have 
become more autonomous and we take a far 
more holistic approach to caring for our patients.

I’ve had half a century working as a nurse, an 
activist and a member of RCN staff. In 1966 I 
just wanted to make a difference and influence.  
I think I’ve done that.

Jennifer Doohan 
RCN Professional Development Officer
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Just as employers must create healthy 
workplaces for nursing staff, it’s 
important that we all consider factors 
that have an impact on our own health

Self-care is the power we all hold as individuals 
to influence our level of wellbeing. Good 
self-care is the foundation on which nursing 
staff are able to interact positively with family, 
friends or colleagues, and deliver safe and 
compassionate care to their patients. 

Activists have an important role to play in 
supporting and encouraging members to take 
care of themselves so that they are able to take 
care of others. It’s never your role to counsel 
members, even if you have a professional 
qualification. You’re there to signpost members 
to expert services such as RCN counselling, 
occupational health services or their GP.

RCN campaign

The RCN’s Healthy Workplace, Healthy You 
campaign supports health care professionals 
to develop, implement and maintain self-care 
strategies. Already, members can access a set of 
resources to support their self-care and some 
have attended the successful Healthy Workplace, 
Healthy You workshops.

The project was triggered by a road accident and 
the bereavement support session that followed, 
facilitated by the RCN’s counselling service.  
“A member of my group was involved in fatal 
road accident. At the time she was suffering from 
a common ailment and probably should have 
taken sick leave. However, she felt the need to go 
to work and tragically died on her way,” explains 
Rachel Wood, RCN Professional Learning and 
Development Facilitator. “The outcome of the 
support session was to realise the importance 
of self-care and the Healthy Workplace, Healthy 
You project was started as a legacy to her life.               
As the group developed we made a link to, and 
now work in partnership with, the Healthy 
Workplace, Healthy You campaign.” 

RCN steward Liz Jeramiah leads study days 
on self-care. She says the benefits cannot be 
overstated. “When you look after yourself, 
you’re at the centre of your universe. You can 
then turn a full 360 degrees and appreciate the 
beauty of all that surrounds you. When you 

place yourself on the periphery, only looking in, you 
can only see what is directly in front of you,” she says.

Read more about the RCN’s Healthy Workplace, 
Healthy You campaign at tiny.cc/healthyworkplace

Caring for you

What’s your role?

• Inform and educate members about the 
importance of self-care.

• Signpost members to the campaign resources 
on the RCN website so they can complete a 
self-assessment and plan ways of improving 
their self-care. 

• Signpost members to RCN resources if they 
feel they need help to take care of themselves. 

• Organise events in your workplace or branch 
to raise the profile of self-care.

• Tell members what happens when nursing 
staff neglect self-care. Ask them to consider 
the impact on themselves, their colleagues and 
their patients. 

“It’s never 
your role 
to counsel 
members”
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Is your workplace 
healthy?

Healthy workplaces offer 
fair pay and rewards 
and have high quality 
employment practices 
and procedures which 
promote a good work-life 
balance.

How can you help?

• Find out more and 
tell members about 
the RCN’s Healthy 
Workplace, Healthy You 
campaign.

• Use the campaign 
website to initiate 
discussion at your 
branch meeting. 

• Use the RCN’s 
campaign toolkit to 
carry out a health 
check of your 
organisation and 
identify areas for 
improvement.

 
tiny.cc/healthyworkplace

Do you think nursing staff 
are paid fairly?

Continuing low pay for nursing staff in the 
independent sector is a huge challenge. The 
RCN is concerned that low pay and the 1% 
cap on pay increases for NHS staff are having 
a huge impact on the morale and finances of 
members. More nursing staff than ever are 
considering their future in the profession.

How can you help?

• Download and share the RCN poster 
promoting fair pay in every workplace. 
Visit www.rcn.org.uk/nursingcounts/
independent-sector

• Promote the RCN’s work demanding an 
end to the pay restraint imposed on NHS 
staff. Read more on page 3.

• If your organisation doesn’t yet recognise 
the RCN, start a conversation promoting 
the many mutual benefits of recognition 
in the workplace.

• Consider the impact years of pay 
restraint has had on you. Share your 
story and encourage other members 
to do so too. Visit www.rcn.org.uk/
nursingcounts/share-your-story

 
www.rcn.org.uk/nursingcounts

Can you be a more active 
RCN activist?

Activists are the lifeblood of the RCN. 
It’s clear that members rely on you, but 
everyone is so busy. We need more activists 
and the RCN needs to raise its profile and 
show members that they are the union. By 
spreading the RCN message you can help 
more members get active.

How can you help?

• Vote in or stand for an RCN election 
or put yourself forward for an                 
RCN appointment.

• Attend a branch meeting or submit an 
agenda item to your branch.

• If you’ve never attended before, go to 
Congress. If you’ve never spoken at 
Congress before, get on that stage.

• Vote in the AGM.
• Write a letter to Nursing Standard or 

RCN Bulletin or join the discussion on 
the RCN’s Facebook page.

• Encourage other nursing staff to do  
all these things too when you talk to 
them about the benefits of being an  
RCN member.

 
www.rcn.org.uk/reps-hub

It’s a new year and RCN 
Head of Employment 
Relations Josie Irwin 
thinks that our new year’s 
resolutions should get us 
thinking about what we 
really want out of life

So many of us want a better 
work-life balance, fair pay and 




