CODE OF ETHICS AND INTERPRETATIVE STATEMENTS
Preamble
The American Association of Occupational Health Nurses, Inc. (AAOHN) Code of Ethics has been
developed in response to the nursing profession’s acceptance of its goals and values and the trust
conferred upon it by society to guide the conduct and practices of the profession. As
professionals, occupational and environmental health nurses (OHNs) accept the responsibility
and inherent obligation to uphold these values.
The Code of Ethics is based on the belief that the goal of occupational and environmental health
nurses is to promote the worker, worker population and community health and safety. This
specialized practice focuses on promotion and restoration of health, prevention of illness and
injury and protection from occupational and environmental hazards. The occupational and
environmental nurse has a unique role in protecting the integrity of the workplace and the work
environment.
The client can be workers, workers’ families/significant others, worker populations, community
groups and employers. The purpose of the AAOHN Code of Ethics is to serve as a guide for
registered professional nurses to maintain and pursue professionally recognized ethical behavior in
providing occupational and environmental health and safety services.
Ethics is synonymous with moral reasoning. Ethics is not law, but a guide for moral action.
Professional nurses, when making judgments related to the health and welfare of the client, utilize
these significant universal moral principles.
These principles are:
• Right of self-determination
• Confidentiality
• Truth telling
• Doing or producing good
• Avoiding harm
• Fair and nondiscriminatory treatment
Occupational and environmental health nurses recognize that dilemmas may develop that do not
have guidelines, data or statutes to assist with problem resolution; thus, occupational and
environmental health nurses use problem-solving, collaboration and appropriate resources to
resolve dilemmas.
The Code is not intended to establish nor replace standards of care or minimal levels of practice.
In summary, the Code of Ethics and Interpretative Statements provide a guiding ethical framework
for decision-making and evaluation of nursing actions as occupational and environmental health
nurses fulfill their professional responsibilities to society and the profession.
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1. Occupational and environmental health nurses provide health, wellness, safety and other
related services to clients with regard for human dignity and rights, unrestricted by
considerations of social or economic status, personal attributes or the nature of the health status.
•
•
•
•
•
•

Adhere to the obligation to treat clients fairly, respecting their dignity and worth, while
recognizing the existence of a vast spectrum of beliefs and values in society.
Demonstrate respect for these beliefs and values inherent in their clients and themselves by
providing services for and with that client accordingly.
Respect human dignity by recognizing clients’ rights, particularly, the right of selfdetermination.
Be knowledgeable about clients’ rights (as client advocates).
Avoid abandonment, even in cases when the client refuses care or the nurse’s personal
convictions prohibit participation.
Recognize that there are situations in which the rights of individual self-determination may
be outweighed or limited by the rights of others. One must weigh the risk of harm or
endangerment to self and/or others, particularly in relation to public health.

2. Occupational and environmental health nurses, as licensed health care professionals, accept
obligations to society as professional and responsible members of the community.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Adhere to all laws and statutes (local, state, federal, and international), including those
governing occupational and environmental health practice.
Observe professional codes and uphold practice standards.
Respect clients’ and society’s right to know and to receive factual information about
potential and actual job and environmental hazards.
Be knowledgeable of issues and dilemmas affecting the health, safety and welfare of
society and take appropriate action.
Participate, as appropriate, in decision-making processes that pertain to occupational and
environmental health and safety.
Recognize situations in which the interests of management and workers may conflict.
Demonstrate fairness in conflict resolution.
Refer and/or delegate to appropriate services.
Strive to protect clients and the profession from incompetent professionals and individuals
who misrepresent themselves and the profession.
Report to licensing, accrediting and certifying authorities, as may be appropriate, any
person or persons who exhibit incompetence or engage in unethical or illegal activities.
Contribute to the growth of the profession’s body of knowledge through development,
implementation and evaluation of programs.
Have moral obligations to self, clients, the profession and society to conduct sound ethical
research.
Seek approval of appropriate bodies, such as institutional review boards, in conducting
research activities.
Communicate and disseminate research findings as appropriate.

3. Occupational and environmental health nurses strive to safeguard clients’ rights to privacy by
protecting confidential information and releasing information only as required or permitted by
law.
•
•

Maintain the confidentiality of health information.
Adhere to the organizational, local, state, federal and international laws, regulations,
guidelines, and policies governing access to confidential information.
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•
•
•

Have written policies and procedures to guide the access, release, transmittal, and storage
of health information, including electronic records.
Respect and protect the autonomy, rights and privacy of clients’ data and personally
identifiable information.
Respect and protect the autonomy, rights and privacy of research subjects through
mechanisms such as voluntary informed consent.

4. Occupational and environmental health nurses promote collaboration with other
professionals, community agencies, and stakeholders in order to meet the health, wellness, safety
and other related needs of the client.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Function both interdependently and independently in promoting the welfare of clients.
Contribute, through an interdisciplinary approach, to interdependent nursing practice by
working with members of the health and safety professions, human resources, benefits and
other related entities in the provision of services.
Commit to collaborative planning with members of the health and safety team and other
representatives internal and external to the organization in providing services to clients.
Collaborate by seeking assistance, expertise and resources from other recognized health
and safety professionals in the provision of services.
Function within the scope of nursing practice and delegate responsibility appropriately.
Adhere to the obligation to promote adequate distribution of health and safety services and
nursing resources to meet clients’ needs.
Weigh professional responsibilities and obligations with values/perspective of multiple
parties (e.g. employer, management, supervisor, etc.) in protecting the health and safety of
workers, worker populations and community groups.

5. Occupational and environmental health nurses maintain individual competence in nursing
practice, based on scientific knowledge, and recognize and accept responsibility for individual
judgments and actions, while complying with appropriate laws and regulations.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Strive for excellence and maintain a level of knowledge, judgment, technical skills and
professional values necessary for delivering health services.
Utilize professional and educational activities to improve professional practice.
Engage in professional, educational and quality improvement activities, and acknowledge
the importance of continued and advanced educational activities beyond the basic level of
nursing education.
Maintain competence in practice as a personal and professional responsibility.
Be accountable for actions and for compliance with nurse practice acts, standards of
practice and other laws/regulations governing occupational and environmental health
practice.
Participate in the development of policies to promote competent, ethical, and legal nursing
practice.
Utilize research findings within practice.
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