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The Role of the Oncology
Certified Nurse in Research

by Marcia Grant, R.N., D.N.Sc., F.A.A.N.

hroughout the full
range of cancer
research activities,
oncology-certified
nurses provide a
pivotal role and
serveas an invalu
able resource for

community cancer programs. These
certified nurses are assets in advo
cating and applying research at
community cancer,Programs.

Oncology-certified nurses
participatein four aspects of cancer
research: 1) promoting a research
climate within an institution,
2)applyingresearch findings to
practice, 3)collaboratingwith other
researchers in carryingout studies,
and 4) participatingin the conduct
of research.

Three kinds of certification
arecurrentlyrecognized by the
Oncology Nursing Society.
Oncology-certified nurses with
the basic or pediatric credentials
(See article on certification, page24)
participate in the first three aspects;
thosewith advanced certification
participate in all four. Theparticipa
tion and expertise of nursesmayvary
in relation to past experience, inter
est, and job expectations. Regardless,
thecertification provides evidence of
a level of oncology knowledge anda
commitmentto oncologypatients
frequently not presentin non-eerti
fied'nurses and valuable in support
ing oncology research.

PROMOnNBA_H
Ca.lATE
One of the most valuable roles of
the oncology-certified nurse is to

Marcia Grant, R.N., D.N.Sc.,
F.A.A.N., isdirector and research
scientist in the Department of
NursinE Research and Education,
City ofHope NationalMedical
Center, in Duarte, Calif.

22

promote a research climate within
an institution. One component
of this activity occurs when oncol
ogy-certified nurses participate in
nursing division activities, which
may include establishing and revis
ing policies, procedures, and stan
dards according to current research
findings. For instance, the certified
nurse can be a valuable resource
for identifying deficiencies in
the pain management practice at
an institution and establishing
methods needed to meet the new
2000 Joint Commission on
Accreditation of Healthcare
Organizations aCAHO) standards
for pain management.

Searching for and providing
literature references for policies,
procedures, and standards are other
ways used to promote research
application. Certified nurses may
mentor other staff nurses in inter
preting nursing and medical
research reports, with an emphasis
on maintaining and improving
excellent cancer nursing care.
Establishing a journal club to
review articlesof importance in
a discussion setting is a desirable
approach to improve familiarity
and confidence in reading and
applying research findings. Because
gathering groups of nurses at the
same time may be difficult, using
creative strategies to circulate self
learning packets to the nursing staff
is one approach that provides edu
cation to all staff. Packets of mate
rialsmay include question-and
answer surveys along with articles
and article abstracts.

The oncology-certified nurse
may be called on to assist patients
in understanding research that
is conducted at the institution.
Modeling such communication to
other nursing staff helps all staff
become more comfortable in talk
ing to patients and families about

participating in nursing and med
ical research. This is extremely
valuable in institutions participat
ing in pediatric or adult coopera
tive group or in-house studies.
An important aspect of the certi
fied nurse is the advocacy role for
patients, which involves making
sure that the patient and family
understand the care being adminis
tered and understand treatment
and research options. Promoting
a research climate is valuable for
both nursing and medical staff as
well as patients. Creating a
research climate leads to the identi
fication of clinical problems and
gaps in nursing practice knowledge
that could be amenable to clinical
research studies.

_HUTIL1ZATIOH
A second role for the oncology
certified-nurse is to apply findings
of current and established research,
and as a result, to promote research
utilization or evidence-based nurs
ing practice- It involves dissemina
tion within an organization of new
research findings and applying
them to the nursing care of oncolo
gy patients. An important aspect
of this activity involves evaluating
research findings for their clinical
feasibility within the individual
institutional setting. For example,
recent study findings indicate the
value of exercise as an approach to
cancer-related fatigue. Oncology
certified nurses, especially those
at the advanced level, can critique
these studies and evaluate fmdings
in relation to the specific popula
tions of cancer patients (such as
diagnosis, age, socioeconomic sta
rus, class, erbniciry) cared for at the
institution. If usin~ these findings
to create interventions for patients
is in order, the certified nurses can
identify resources needed (such as
clinical guidelines, rehabilitation
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department collaboration, nursing
staff education, and physician
orders) to apply these findings.

As specific clinical changes
occur based on published evidence,
the certified nurse serves as an
appropriate clinician to conduct the
utilization and dissemination activ
ities. This may involve creating a
team of nursing staff and other
department representatives to eval
uate research findings on specific
clinical problems, adapting findings
to institution-specific populations,
teaching staff specific aspects of
care, demonstrating clinical tech
niques, and creating monitors
before and after implementation
for evaluation.

An important aspect of this
process involves interpretation of
research findings in relation to spe
cific clinical problems identified.
The advanced oncology-certified
nurse has the background and
expertise for taking research find
ings published in professional jour
nals and interpreting these findings
for clinical use. The result is evi
dence-based practice that provides
quality nursing care for cancer
patients.

COLLABORATING WITH OTHER
RESEARCHERS
An even more active role for oncol
ogy-certified nurses is to collabo
rate with other researchers in car
rying out studies. When nursing
or medical research protocols are
written or adapted to the institu
tion, the certified nurse participates
in the research team and can identi
fy clinical, education, and adminis
trative issues. For example, if a new
chemotherapy protocol is to be
adapted, the certified nurse can
assist in identifying patient and
clinical resources necessary to
implement the protocol and discuss
them with the administration
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should additional resources be
needed for implementation. For
the pediatric setting, education of
the patient's family is critical.

Education of staff may also be
identified and implemented by the
certified nurse, especially if new
chemotherapy regimens or experi
mental drugs are being tested. For
instance, if a medication is to be
administered through a different
route, in different doses, and with
specific timed-medications, it is
essential to educate staff in the pro
tocol, as well as inform them on
the resources that are available
for checking the protocol during
implementation.

With their understanding of
research, oncology-certified nurses
can assist in the identification of
and the consenting process for
patients eligible for specific nursing
and medical research protocols.
In this role, the certified nurse is a
valuable asset to the physician
accruing patients to clinical trials.
Patients, parents and other family
members frequently have questions
about the protocols and process
of research and may be reluctant to
discuss them with their physician.
The oncology-certified nurse has
the background and expertise to
discuss these questions, provide
accurate and comforting informa
tion to the patient, and inform
physicians when additional clarifi
cation and information is needed.

At the end of a research study,
when data are analyzed and results
are available, the oncology-certified
nurse can provide valuable
critique of the findings and help
to identify clinical implications.
Frequently, the content of research
publications ends prior to the iden
tification of clinical implications.
The oncology-certified nurse
assists in interpretation of those
findings, especially for nursing

research, and can elaborate on how
the findings might apply to changes
in clinical practice. Collaborating
with other researchers allows
oncology-certified nurses to
work with medical and nursing
researchers, as well as patients in
promoting research.

CONDUCTING RESEARCH
Nurses certified at the advanced level
can participate in a variety of roles
in research studies. They can serve
as project directors or managers for
implementation of such studies.

These advanced certified nurses
are qualified to prepare materials
for scientific and ethical reviews;
create accrual targets, clinical
instruments for data management,
and databases for statistical analy
sis; and provide valid and reliable
data. The degree of involvement
may vary from one nurse to anoth
er del?ending upon his or her past
expenence.

When intervention studies
include nursing, nurses may be
involved in the development, test
ing, and implementation of the
intervention. The complexity of
clinical research implementation
results in daily problems that can
be identified, evaluated, and
resolved by advanced certified
nurses. These nurses are very
familiar with the research process
and have frequently participated in
one or more studies as co-investi
gator or project director.

The most complex role for the
advanced certified nurse in partici
pating in research is the implementa
tion of pilot or companion studies.
In conducting pilot studies,
the nurse tests specific aspects or a
whole protocol in order to identify
what will work under the test study.
For example, having patients fill out
several questionnaires in a pilot
study provides information on how
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patients will be found. whatsettingl'available for themto fill out ques
tionnaires, and the length of time
involvedin completingthe question
naires. These findings are thenused
to determine whetheradditional
resources are needed,changes in
questionnaires shouldbe made, or
space problemsare present.

Companion studies, on the
other hand, accompanr nursing
o r medical studies. This kindof
study may involve adding a psy 
chosocial or physical component
to an ongoing study. For instance.
patienu undergoing certain
Chemotherapy regimens may expe
rience cancer-related fatigue. A
comp anio n srudy comparing two
methods of assisting patients to
deal with the fatigue may be added
to the study. This companion
stUdy then uses the paunt study
data for demogra phic and treat 
ment information, but generates
additional data in relation to
the fatigue intervention. The
advantage of a companion study
is that it capitalizes on an alread'r
approved study, can usc some 0
the same data, and can be imple
mented by the same personnel.

When carrying out these research
roles.the advancedcertified nurse
isalso expected to assist in data
inttrpretarion and publication.
Activities may include presentations
at local and national scientific meet
ings. and publication of results in
nursing and medical journals.

More than 8 million people
have survived cancer diag nosis
and initial treatment . Th is grow
ing number of cancer survivors
reflects the success of cancer
research in finding new treatments
and in providing supportive thera
p ies. Continuing this successful
research approach will occur only
jf sufficient health care resources
are available in the future. iii

'Coleman A, Frank-Stromborg M,
Hughes 1, et al. A natio nal survey
of certified, recertified, and noncer
tifiedoncology nunes: compar
isons and contrasts. Oneal Nun
Forum. 1999;26(S),S39-S4S.

Certification in oncology nurs ing
is Strictly voluntary. N urses seek
ing certifica tio n must successfully
complete one of three levels of
certification examinations adrnin
istered by the Oncology Nursing
Certification Corporation
(O NCC). Adm inistration of the
pediatric certification examination
by the ONCC will bc-gin in Fall
2000.

In 1999, 16,929 nurses were
certified in oncology nursing. Of
this number, 16,106 were certified
at the basic level and 823 cert ified
at the advanced level.'

Qualificatio ns for cert ification
vary for basic, ped iatric, and
advanced levels.

Basic-level Certificatio n (OCN->
• R.N. licensure
. 12 months or more R.N.
experience
_ 1,000 hours or mo re current
practice in oncology specialty

Pediat ric Certificatio n (C PON)
- R.N. licensure
- 12 months or more R.N.
experience
- 1,000 hours o r more current
prac!ice of p~iatric oncology
nursing npenence

Advanced-level Cert ificat ion
(ADeN)
- R.N. licensure

2Bookbinder M, Goldstein M,
Derby 5, et aI.The research con
nection to quality care in the 21st
century: Pan I and II. In: Hubbard
S, Goodman M, KnobfT, (eds).
Oncology Nun ing Updates: pgtknr
Treetment 4nd Support.
1997;3(S),I-S, 3(6),1-17.

_ M~tcr ' s degree or higher in
nursing
_ 30 months experie nce 3S a R.N .
_ 2,000 hours or mort of oocolo-. .
Sy nursmg experience

The examinations test knowl 
edge of all aspects of oncology
care from pre -diagnosis to sur
vivorship and end -of-life cart ,
and include nursing care related
to all treatment mod alities. Both
basic and advanced certifications
involve an understanding of basic
research principles and competen
cy in various aspects of the
research process, with increased
depth of research know ledge test
ed in the advanced examination.

Nurses eligible to becom e
OCN· or AO C N certified can
take the test at this year 's
Oncology Nursing Society
Annual Congress on May 10.
2000. The OC • AO C N, and
CPONTesu will also be adrnin
iseered on Sept. 23. 2000, at 5I
locations throughout the u.s.

To receive a free 2000 ONCe
Certification Bulletin, which
details all test and O NC·PRO
dales. deadli nes, fees. and eligibili 
ty requirements, contact:
Oncology N ursing Ce rtification
Corporation. 501 Holiday D rive,
Pittsburgh, PA 15220-2749;
phon e: 412·921· S597;fax: 412
928-0926; e-mail: o ncceeoos.o rg.
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