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RCN Professional Development Framework –  
Levels of Practice  

Consultant Level Nursing  
 

Introduction  
The Royal College of Nursing (RCN) has worked with our members, including RCN 
Forums and Fellows, to define the levels of nursing beyond the point of 
registration: enhanced, advanced and consultant level nursing.   

The Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC) sets the standards of proficiency for 
the registered nurse  (NMC, 2018). These standards represent the knowledge, 
skills, and behaviours that all nurses must have.   

The NMC also sets the standards framework for nursing (and midwifery) 
education, to ensure that the standards of proficiency are met in practice  (NMC, 
2024).  

Beyond the point of registration, the levels at which nurses work are evolving 
within all settings, including primary, secondary, and tertiary care, the 
independent sector and social care.   

The RCN has developed definitions and standards for the enhanced, advanced 
and consultant levels of nursing to provide clarity for those aspiring to practice 
at these levels, as well as for employers and h igher education institutions (HEIs).    
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RCN POSITION: Consultant Level Nursing   
The RCN strongly supports the ongoing development of consultant level 
registered nurses across all areas related to health and social care.  

The RCN has recognised that the concept of consultant level can and should be 
applied across all contexts in which registered nurses work, including leaders, 
managers, educators, and researchers, to ensure that all are valued and their 
ultimate impact on the quality of patient care is acknowledged.  

In all contexts, the Principles of Nursing  (RCN, 2023) and Standards of proficiency 
for Registered Nurses (NMC, 2018) are the professional foundation of consultant 
level nursing.  

 

Definition  
Consultant level nursing  describes a level which can only be delivered by 
registered nurses who have progressed from an advanced level within their field 
through gaining considerable relevant experience * in all the aspects described 
below  to reach a significantly higher level commensurate with Level 8 doctoral 
level descriptors  (or Scottish equivalent Level 12). ** The concept of consultant 
level can be applied to the full range of r egistered nurses’ careers, and not solely 
particular roles or specific organisational contexts. It is differentiated from other 
levels by the r egistered nurses:  

a) Expertise *** aided by credibility in the consultant’s own professional 
practice.  

b) Strategic and enabling leadership embracing the key skillset for systems 
leadership and systems transformation.  

c) Learning, developing, and improving across the system and  
d) Research and innovation as an embedded researcher.  

Consultant level nursing 
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Its equivalent in Scotland is defined as Level 12 in the Scottish Credit and 
Qualifications Framework (SCQF) Home | Scottish Credit and Qualifications 
Framework (scqf.org.uk)  

In all four countries, t his level of academic attainment is traditionally 
demonstrated in the health and social care sector via  two types of award: a  PhD 
where a doctoral degree is awarded on the basis of original research or through 
completion of a Professional Doctorate where there is a subs tantial taught 
element in addition to the research component. The latter aim to develop an 
individual’s professional practice and to support them in producing contribution 
to (professional) knowledge .  In other sectors, certificates and diplomas at Level 
8 are available.  

Building on the Multi -professional Consultant Practice F ramework (HEE, 2020), 
NHS England has launched a Consultant Practice self -assessment tool (2023)  to 
support career progression from advanced to consultant level practice. This 
recognises that pathways to consultant level are unique to the needs of the 
individual, work setting and service.  Therefore, through self -assessment 
individuals can assess and  track their planned or achieved impact. This informs 
priorities for an individual development towards consultant level.  This can be 
accessed via advanced -
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**** Autonomy  – this word is widely used as a defining characteristic of a 
profession (Friedson, 1970) and it is notable that with the professionalisation of 
nursing in the 1980’s the importance of their ability to demonstrate autonomous 
practice has featured widely in  the literature, nursing policy and regulatory 
standards (Skar, 20 10). The dictionary defines autonomy as “The right or state of 
self- government, freedom to determine one’s own actions, behaviours , etc”.  
Laperriere (2008) added to this saying autonomy is not only freedom for action 
but also freedom for thought.   

However, autonomy is a highly debated concept with arguments that no 
clinicians including consultant level doctors can  
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development, quality, innovation, increasing capacity and capability and making 
systems more effective.   

This goes beyond using and enabling evidence -based professional practice, data,  
and audits to continually evaluating and improving practice, creating knowledge -
rich and inquiring cultures, supervising research, working in and leading 
interdisciplinary research and innovation programmes to contribute to the 
knowledge base, and adding capacity and capability in research and evaluation 
across the system and beyond.  

 

Consultancy approaches for putting in place and sustaining expertise 
across the system 
Purpose: establishing expertise across the system by using consultancy 
approaches and opportunities that have maximum impact on practice, services, 
communities,  and populations, and which add to and sustain workforce capacity 
and capability.  
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Core standards  for consultant level nursing  
It is expected that registered nurses will reach and consolidate their 
achievements at an advanced level before progressing to the consultant level 
described here.  

The knowledge base and skills for this level of nursing is influenced by the 
context in which individuals practice but all  consultant level registered nurses 
will demonstrate the capability to act within highly abstract and complex 
contexts  to:  

�x take full responsibility for and optimise their freedom to act, with 
commitment to, and evidence of, operating at the highest standards 
across all aspects of consultant level nursing.   

�x operate at the forefront of their area requiring systematic acquisition, 
selection, development,  and innovative application of a substantial body of 
highly advanced and specialist knowledge  and techniques .   

�x appl y a comprehensive understanding of theoretical and practical 
knowledge, techniques,  and methodologies at the forefront of the 
discipline to drive production of new knowledge  and significant sustained 
change .  

�x develop and apply innovative and highly advanced problem- solving 
strategies, methods,  and techniques to design comprehensive 
investigations that critically evaluate problems to generate new 
information and data .  

�x model and promote expert critical thinking by analysing, evaluating, and 
synthesising information, which may not be complete, to address complex 
or novel problems so an informed judgement can be made .  

�x comprehensively synthesize highly advanced and specialist information 
and ideas and formulate and develop new and transformative proposals to 
address and challenge issues or opportunities at the forefront of 
knowledge.  
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�x Comprehensively apply a highly advanced awareness of ethical and 
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�x 
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�x Design and develop highly advanced, specialist and innovative projects 
and/or activities to transform own and/others learning, work or practice.  

�x Innovate, motivate, and influence local and national networks and 
agendas. 

�x Horizon scan for opportunities across the system, seize and facilitate the 
creation of momentum to optimise effective and sustainable change.  

�x Drive transformation with full accountability for self and others.  
�x Lead and contribute to national and international forums, conferences, 

guideline development groups, steering groups, high  quality publications, 
policy, and strategy development for area of expertise.  

�x Operate effectively at board level, and senior management level as a 
minimum.  

The four pillars are underpinned by  consultancy 
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Appendix I: Supporting background information.   
The following summarises key current publications that were used to inform this 
paper and support the RCN decision  making related to the Levels of Practice 
workstream and in creating associated resources.  

It collates the various definitions associated with consultant level practice that 
are provided in policy and professional documents, capturing the position of the 
four countries of the UK where available.   

They have been analysed and grouped into the following categories and are 
provided below:  

�x nursing specific definitions  
�x multi -professional definitions.   

 

Nursing specific definitions  
Prevision RCN position  

The RCN has not previously published a definition of consultant level nursing 
practice;  however, this term was referred to as a level of practice within the 
Career Pathway and Education Framework for Cancer Care (RCN, 2022).   

 

DHSSPS Northern Ireland Practice and Education Council for Nursing and 
Midwifery (NIPEC) (2017) Professional Guidance for Consultant Roles – Supporting 
Consultant Nurses & Consultant Midwives in Health and Social Care  

Microsoft Word -  FINAL PROFESS GUIDANCE ConsultantNMJun17 (health-
ni.gov.uk) 

Consultant nurse = Core components –  Expert practice and Scope of r ole   

�x Exercise advanced levels of clinical judgment, knowledge and skill and 
possess a high degree of personal/professional autonomy to enable 
complex decision  making.  

�x Use an innovative, person -centred approach to contribute to better 
outcomes and experience for patients/clients, families, carers or 
communities.   

�x Provide strategic professional leadership to support improvements in 
professional practice, standards of care and effective identification and 
management of risk within the organisation’s clinical governance 
framework.   

�x Act as an educator for colleagues wishing to develop advanced knowledge 
and skills and establish university links to provide academic and research 
support.   
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All are underpinned by c onsultancy: the foundations of putting expertise in place 
across systems of health and social care.  

Section 2: Capability framework:  This provides the purpose of each pillar and 
then lists the capabilities under each pillar. It notably also includes statements 
that differentiate this level of practice from advanced level.   

Expert practice  

Purpose: help firmly establish values -based (gives meaning as a sub-note) 
professional practice across pathways, services, organisations and systems, 
working with individuals, families, carers and communities and others.   

This goes beyond developing expertise in professional practice and independent 
decision  making in complex and unpredictable situations to incorporating both 
expertise and evidence -based practice across pathways, services, organisations 
and the system, working with service users, communities and partners.  

Strategic and enabling leadership  

Purpose: provide values -based leadership across the care pathway, services and 
systems in complex and changing situations.   
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knowledge base, and adding capacity and capability in research and evaluation 
across the system and beyond.  

Consultancy approaches for putting in place and sustaining expertise across the 
system .  

Purpose: establishing expertise across the system by using consultancy 
approaches and opportunities that have maximum impact on practice, services, 
communities and populations, and which add to and sustain workforce capacity 
and capability.  

This goes beyond providing direct advice, consultancy and expertise to 
individuals and interdisciplinary teams in a wide range of situations, to providing 
expertise across the system to achieve a significant impact across the general 
population and adds to  the capacity and capability of the workforce.  

The full HEE (2020) document listing all of the capabilities is available at: 
hee.nhs.uk/sites/default/files/documents/Sept%202020%20HEE%20Consultant
%20Practice%20Capability%20and%20Impact%20Framework.pdf   

 

NHS Education Scotland (2021) Nursing, Midwifery and Allied Health Professions 
(NMAHP) Development Framework   

nmahpdevelopmentframework.nes.scot.nhs.uk  

Level 8  - Consultant practitioner  

People at level 8 of the career framework require highly specialised knowledge, 
some of which is at the forefront of knowledge in a field of work, which they use 
as the basis for original thinking and/or research. They are leaders with 
considerable respons ibility, and the ability to research and analyse complex 
processes. They have responsibility for service improvement or development. 
They may have considerable clinical and /or management responsibilities, be 
accountable for service delivery or have a lead ing education or commissioning 
role. 

This definition is accompanied in the f ramework by key knowledge, skills and 
behaviours listed under f our pillars of nursing : clinical practice, facilitating 
learning, leadership and e vidence, rr2 -1.267 
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The main definition of nursing can be found at:  

Definition and Principles of Nursing | Royal College of Nursing (rcn.org.uk)   

Advanced Level of Nursing definition: rcn.org.uk/Levels -of -nursing/Advanced   

Enhanced Level of Nursing definition: www.rcn.org.uk/Levels -of -
nursing/Enhanced  
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