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Abstract

A crosswalk of the NIOSH Impact Wellbeing™ campaign and the ANCC Pathway to Excellence® 

Framework

Since 2007, the American Nurses Credentialing Center’s (ANCC’s) Pathway to Excellence® 

and Pathway to Excellence in Long-term Care® Programs have gained international 

attention for providing healthcare organizations with an evidence-based blueprint for 

cultivating positive practice environments. The Pathway framework comprises six evidence-

based and essential standards found in positive practice environments: Shared Decision-

Making, Leadership, Safety, Quality, Well-Being, and Professional Development (see 

Figure 1). Pathway organizations worldwide have reported that integration of the Pathway 

framework translates to improved quality of care and enhanced professional nursing 

outcomes.1

In recent years, addressing healthcare workers’ mental wellness and promoting professional 

well-being have risen to the forefront as critical imperatives for healthcare organizations 

worldwide. Findings from a 2023 Vital Signs report from the CDC, which revealed that 

46% of healthcare workers reported experiencing burnout, underscore the urgency of this 

issue.2 Moreover, as highlighted in the Addressing Health Worker Burnout report from the 

US Surgeon General, failure to proactively address mental wellness in work environments 

contributes to alarming rates of healthcare workers leaving their positions.3 The effects 

of burnout are far-reaching, extending beyond individual healthcare workers to impact 

various aspects of the complete healthcare ecosystem, such as quality of care, organizational 

productivity, and healthcare system sustainability.

In response to these challenges and to ensure that future healthcare workers can thrive, 

CDC’s National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) developed the Impact 
Wellbeing™ campaign to support hospital leaders, and in turn, their healthcare workforce, 

to enhance professional well-being.4 As part of the campaign’s resources, NIOSH, in 

partnership with the Dr. Lorna Breen Heroes’ Foundation, developed the “Impact Wellbeing 
Guide: Taking Action to Support Healthcare Worker Wellbeing.” The guide equips hospital 

leaders with six evidence-informed actions to reduce burnout and sustain healthcare worker 
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well-being.5 This article explores the common ground between the ANCC’s Pathway to 

Excellence program and NIOSH’s Impact Wellbeing Guide, highlighting how both resources 

can provide hospital leaders with evidence-based tools to enact meaningful change, enhance 

worker well-being, and elevate organizational cultures in healthcare settings.

NIOSH’s Impact Wellbeing Guide

The Impact Wellbeing campaign provides hospital leaders with evidence-informed solutions 

to reduce healthcare worker burnout and sustain professional well-being.4 By equipping 

hospital leaders with actionable strategies to enhance professional well-being, the Impact 
Wellbeing campaign aims to provide hospital leaders with supplementary resources to 

accelerate their work in fostering environments in which healthcare workers thrive. The 

“Impact Wellbeing Guide: Taking Action to Improve Healthcare Worker Wellbeing” is 

central to the campaign’s efforts.5 The guide is specifically designed to assist hospital 

leaders in improving operational-level issues and, in turn, professional well-being by 

providing six evidence-informed actions:

1. Review Your Hospital’s Operations

2. Build Your Professional Wellbeing Team

3. Break Down Barriers for Help-Seeking

4. Communicate Your Commitment to Professional Wellbeing

5. Integrate Professional Well-being into Quality Improvement

6. Develop Your Long-Term Professional Wellbeing Plan

The comprehensive guide was real-world tested at six US hospitals and revised to 

incorporate practical insights. It’s built upon best practices and evidence-informed strategies 

designed to support leaders in fostering a work environment that prioritizes the well-being 

of healthcare workers. By focusing on operational-level interventions, the Impact Wellbeing 
Guide intends to empower hospital leaders with tools and resources to employ at their 

organizations to alleviate burnout and promote a culture of support.

ANCC’s Pathway to Excellence Well-Being Standard

To further emphasize well-being, a standard dedicated to well-being was integrated into 

the Pathway framework in 2016, combining previous criteria regarding compensation, 

recognition, and a balanced lifestyle. The introduction of the comprehensive Well-Being 

Standard highlights the program’s commitment to prioritizing clinicians’ mental, physical, 

and psychological health. The Elements of Performance (EOPs) included in Pathway’s Well-

Being Standard emphasize the importance of organizations proactively assessing clinician 

well-being, implementing support processes to mitigate mental and physical stressors, and 

safeguarding nurses and other members of the healthcare team from the damaging effects of 

workplace violence, compassion fatigue, and burnout.6

Moreover, the Well-Being Standard includes essential principles, such as interprofessional 

collaboration, inclusivity, and the meaningful recognition of nurses’ contributions, which 
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further enhance the overall quality of the practice environment and promote professional 

well-being.6 During the development of the 2024 Pathway Application Manual, the Well-

Being Standard was further optimized to include EOPs to address raising awareness of 

mental health issues prevalent among nurses, optimizing organizational strategies to improve 

mental health and psychological safety, and implementing meaningful initiatives to enhance 

nurse leader well-being.

The alignment between the Impact Wellbeing Guide and the Pathway framework is evident 

in the shared mission to prioritize and enhance healthcare workers’ professional well-being 

(see Table 1). One key area of alignment is their joint emphasis on proactive organizational 

assessments. Action 1 of the Impact Wellbeing Guide emphasizes the need for hospital 

leaders to conduct an operational assessment to identify existing workflows and systems 

that either support or hinder staff well-being. Similarly, the Pathway framework’s Well-

Being Standard highlights the importance of organizations proactively assessing clinicians’ 

physical and mental well-being, specifically to aid in developing and implementing the 

support processes to promote resilience and prevent burnout.

Additionally, the Impact Wellbeing Guide and the Pathway program both recognize the 

importance of an organization-wide, interprofessional approach to addressing burnout 

and promoting professional well-being in healthcare settings. Action 2 of the Impact 
Wellbeing Guide encourages leaders to assemble an interprofessional team devoted to 

professional well-being, ensuring that the work is centered within the hospital’s operations 

without assigning responsibility to only one position or department. Similarly, the 

Pathway framework’s Shared Decision-Making and Leadership standards advocate for 

interprofessional collaboration as a core component of positive practice environments, 

promoting camaraderie, inclusivity, and belonging among healthcare professionals to 

improve quality of care and professional well-being.

Through their shared focus on proactive assessment, collaboration, and inclusivity, the 

Impact Wellbeing Guide and the Pathway program work in tandem to increase awareness 

of and destigmatize mental health issues prevalent among healthcare workers. Recognizing, 

addressing, and offering evidence-informed strategies to enhance mental well-being during 

work hours encourages a proactive approach to safeguarding mental health, fostering an 

organizational culture that encourages staff to seek support when needed. By aligning the 

principles and objectives of the Impact Wellbeing Guide with the Pathway framework 

and associated EOPs, hospital leaders can develop comprehensive strategies to enhance 

professional well-being among healthcare workers and cultivate a supportive organizational 

culture that prioritizes mental health at the same level as operational performance.

Implications for practice and policy

By integrating the actions in the Impact Wellbeing Guide with the essential standards in 

the Pathway framework, healthcare leaders demonstrate their commitment to advancing 

professional well-being by improving the operational-level issues. The evidence-based 

standards in the Pathway framework provide a blueprint for fostering staff engagement, 

empowerment, and organizational excellence. When combined with the Impact Wellbeing 
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Guide’s focus on reducing burnout and sustaining professional well-being, healthcare 

organizations gain a comprehensive strategy to address the holistic and operational needs 

to improve professional well-being.

By implementing the actions outlined in the Impact Wellbeing Guide and the EOPs within 

the Pathway framework, hospital leaders can proactively assess organizational practices, 

build interprofessional teams dedicated to well-being, and demonstrate their commitment to 

supporting staff. These efforts address immediate concerns related to burnout and mental 

illness and aid in developing long-term plans to foster a culture of continuous support within 

healthcare organizations.

Furthermore, the integration of the Impact Wellbeing Guide and the Pathway framework 

has significant policy implications for healthcare settings in the US. By embracing these 

frameworks, policymakers and organization leaders not only improve staff satisfaction and 

patient outcomes but also contribute to the development of national policies that prioritize 

the mental health and well-being of the healthcare workforce. As healthcare organizations 

strive to meet the standards set forth by accrediting and regulatory bodies, policymakers 

can leverage the alignment of these frameworks to identify systemic gaps and develop 

recommendations for promoting professional well-being beyond the organization-level 

healthcare setting.
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Figure 1: 
ANCC Pathway to Excellence Framework
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