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1.
Introduction
1.1 UNISON is the largest public sector union in health with 450,000 members employed across the service.  We are pleased to have the opportunity of responding to the Nursing & Midwifery Council (NMC) consultation on guidance on professional conduct for nursing and midwifery students..

1.2 As the largest trade union and the voice of the healthcare team, we are instrumental at influencing policy at regional, national and international level.  We work with Government and other international unions to shape healthcare.  In addition we work collaboratively with other trade unions on healthcare issues.  UNISON has a long history of working with organisation and individuals who work and campaign in these areas of practise and care. UNISON works closely with each of the regulators to establish standards & policies in both patient care and education.  We are a key stakeholder and value the opportunity in our collaborations to improve patient care.
1.3 As part of our consultation process, we have sought the views of our members, activists and regions using a variety of methods.  These have included sending the consultation document to our 470 health branches across the United Kingdom seeking views and opinions.  In addition we have received extensive feedback from our nursing sector and student groups.  
1.4 Information has also been available on our web page for members to read and comment on.  The proposals have been discussed at our National Nursing Sector forum.   Finally, the document was sent to each of our Regional Heads of Health (including each of the UK countries) to ensure that we received the broadest views and reflected the diversity of our nursing family membership.

1.5 We hope that the NMC will take into account the weight of UNISON’s views as a major stakeholder and that our collective response carries the opinions of our entire nursing, midwifery and specialist public health nurses. 
2.
Background 

2.1
To canvass a broad range of opinion, UNISON conducted a national consultation of our branches and nurse members.  The consultation documents were sent to our 470 health branches, and members were encouraged to discuss and feed back comments and opinions.  In addition debate has taken place between our National Officers and Heads of Health, this ensured effective Regional and National views, were obtained.

2.2
Regions, Countries and National sectors have also met and debated the proposals, channelling their concerns in reports to us.  Information about the proposals was also made available via our web page.  These discussions have been reflected across the four countries.
2.3
Details of the proposals were also emailed to our student membership and a number of our regions hosted events to facilitate discussion with and amongst students on the proposals.  Whilst the proposals are for students we have also sought to gather the views of new and existing registrants to learn from their knowledge and expertise.

3.
About the NMC

3.1
Many UNISON members suggested that it would be helpful to have a simple paragraph at the beginning explaining in very simple language what regulation is and its purpose (see suggested below).  This would put the NMC in context, along other professions they work with, and be a useful introduction to its’ main roles and functions.  Members believed that this was significant and missing.  

3.2
“What is regulation? – regulation is a means of making sure that members of the public are protected.  There are nine main health regulators who each of whom have responsibility for a particular profession. The Nursing & Midwifery Council is one of them.  The NMC has responsibility for public protection and they do this by protecting titles, establishing and setting standards for who can and cannot call them selves a nurse or midwife.  It also set standards for entry onto the register and how nurses and midwives maintain their professional registration.  Where someone’s practise is called into question they also have processes for investigating and where necessary removing someone from the register.”
3.3
We believe it is then possible to condense section two down.  In the final paragraph we would suggest reminding students that they will be expected to up hold the standards of the code and be accountable,  and that the code is intended to help ensure that patients and clients receive high quality care delivered in a compassionate and sensitive manner.
4.
Why is the guidance important?

4.1 Respondents felt that this was too long.  However colleagues from our disabled members committee expressed serious concern regarding the term ‘Good Health’. They believed that  the use of this term would discriminate against them – despite the re-assurance that the paragraph seeks to give.  They suggested “health and well being” as an alternative, This would be less derisory.
4.2 Over all respondents felt this section was poor.  A number of individuals indicated it should contain something surrounding the aims and values of nursing and the attributes which individuals bring.  We would strongly recommend further thought is given to this section.

4.3 Respondents also felt that there should be something in this section about what to do if they were concerned about patient care.  It would be helpful if the guidance could also give direction on where to seek assistance if students are worried or uncertain about something that they have seen.  We would suggest that they are directed to a number of sources depending on the issue including the following, their mentor, the ward, unit or department manager, their clinical tutor or university or trade union.  These are in no particular order of priority.

5 Make the care of people your first concern, treating them as individuals  and respecting their dignity
5.1
There were a number of points raised in regard to this section.  In relation to treating people as individuals, respondents were uncertain as to the use of the words “polite, kind & caring”, as they felt it was too subjective and not sufficiently clear. For example, it isn’t kind to keep people waiting for hours in a busy outpatients department; however it may be beyond the individual’s control.    

5.2
We also believe the guidance should remind students of the need to act in such a manner that promotes diversity irrespective of gender, age, race or sexual orientation.  Explaining the difference between overt and covert discrimination, re-enforcing this will also help to remind them of their professional obligations as a student and registrant.
5.3
UNISON student members also believed that the guidance should contain more information on respecting people’s confidentiality. In particular there should be more on when it is appropriate to share information with a patient’s friend & family. Whilst reminding them of the need to familiarise them selves with local policies is helpful, this guidance provides the NMC will a real opportunity to better influence future practitioners conduct.  Its also appropriate remind them that as students they shouldn’t be making a decision to disclose confidential information – that will always be the responsibility of a registrant if necessary.
5.5
“Collaboration with those in your care”: We would suggest that a reference is made to using language and terms which are easily understood.  There are occasions when nurses can discuss care in too much technical detail, so all student nurses should be encouraged to use language which is easily understood and relevant to the patient e.g. sign language, picture signs for some patients and information in relevant languages or in audio information.

5.6
“Ensure you gain consent”:  Students expressed a need for more explanation regarding what they should do regarding obtaining the consent of consent of children

5.7
“Maintain clear professional boundaries”: Students believed that more explanation was needed in this area. They were aware that refusal can sometimes cause cultural offence. For example, when working on community placements it is quite common for patients (especially elderly patients) to ask if a student nurse would like a cup of tea or something to eat. If they accept, are they in breach of this section of the code or would refusal cause offence and affect the therapeutic relationship between the patient and registrant.  

6.
Work with others to protect and promote the health and well being of those in your care, their families and carers and the wider community
6.1
There should be more explicit reference to multidisciplinary working, and in particular to social and health care provision across multi-agencies. In particular it should be more This section needs should emphasise that students should not only respect the skills and experience of other members of the healthcare team but also respect those involved, for example in the patient’s social care. 

6.2
Students expressed reservations about what action to take if someone was putting another at risk.  They didn’t feel that this was covered sufficiently within their universities and felt that access to other sources of support and advice would be useful.  How should they inform them, in what way should it be presented, what action they should take if they didn’t feel that their concerns were being listened to or taken seriously.  With more diverse placements being used its important that they develop their confidence in this type of decision making process.

6.3
What action should students take if they do not feel that they are being supported?  Many described situation where they had been “left to get on with it”  It would be helpful to have some guidance on where they can access support stressing that they should not be worried to seek advise.

6.4
UNISON would suggest that the bullet point covering their performance or judgement being affected by health is removed.  

6.5
We would also suggest deleting bullet point 2 – 5 under section ensure you skills and knowledge are up to date.  We believe it would be possible to simply remind them to familiarise them selves with their universities policies and procedures and to seek advice if uncertain.  A number of universities have taken a heavy handed approach to managing student disciplinary issues often taking a set view with worse outcomes than if they were heard by an NHS organisation.  Normally warnings are given to ensure that someone is fully aware of the standard expected of them, many students describe the scenario of one strike and your out being their experience.  
7.
Provide a high standard of practise and care at all times

7.1
Students expressed a need for more explanation as to what to do, and who to contact, if they do not believe they are being adequately supervised, particularly whilst on placement.

8.
Be open and honest, act with integrity and uphold the reputation of your profession
8.1
The guidance states that students should comply with the regulations of their university. UNISON believes that student nurses should be allowed to use their professional judgement in this area. For example a student may be involved in a demonstration that breaches the regulations of that university, eg occupation of a particular building, rent strike etc. However UNISON would contend that such action does not necessarily constitute a breach of the NMC Code.  

9.
Further Information
9.1
UNISON believes it would be useful to give the contact details (eg web address)  of UNISON, NUS and other trade unions in this section.

10.
Conclusions
10.1
Overall UNISON believes that that this guidance needs more detail and greater explanation in the areas we have highlighted. In particular it confuses professional conduct with academic performance.  There should be more explanation on the purpose of professional regulation and of bodies such as the NMC. In particular there needs to be more explanation around areas such as confidentiality, consent, maintaining professional boundaries, and upholding the integrity of the profession. If these can be difficult for qualified nurses to understand, they are doubly so for students.  
10.2
UNISON would strongly recommend that the guidance focuses only on professional conduct, they are aspirant registrants and not accountable to the NMC until registered.  The focus should be no different – the NMC responsibility to public protection.  Its up to the Higher Education institutes to ensure that they make students fully aware of their academic responsibilities.
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