
Historical Perspectives of Leadership in Nursing

(A concise, organized overview for study or reference)

1. Foundations – The Early Era (19th Century)

Period Key Figures Major Contributions Leadership Themes

1800?

1850

Florence

Nightingale (1820?

1910)

- Established modern nursing

through the Crimean War hospital

reforms.

- Introduced systematic data

collection & statistical analysis (the

“polar area diagram”).

- Founded the Nightingale Training

School (1860).

Evidence?based practice,

professional standards,

advocacy for patient safety.

1850?

1900

Mary Seacole,

Linda Richards (first

American RN)

- Seacole: demonstrated cultural

competence and community?

based care in wartime.

- Richards: introduced nursing

curricula in the U.S.; emphasized

record?keeping and bedside

teaching.

Cultural sensitivity,

education & mentorship,

record?driven care.

Take?away: Early nursing leaders shaped the profession by formalizing training, emphasizing

hygiene, and using data to improve outcomes—foundations of modern leadership.

2. The Professionalization Wave (Early?Mid 20th Century)

Decade Influential Leaders Milestones Emerging Leadership Styles

1900?

1920

Ethel Gordon

Fenwick (UK)

- Founded the Royal British

Nurses Association (1916).

- Campaigned for

registration and legal

recognition.

Regulatory/advocacy

leadership – focus on

professional autonomy.
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Decade Influential Leaders Milestones Emerging Leadership Styles

1920?

1940

Clara Barton (post?

Civil War legacy),

Lillian Wald (public

health)

- Expansion of community

health nursing.

- Creation of visiting nurse

services.

Community?oriented

leadership, public health

advocacy.

1940?

1960

Virginia Henderson

(theory of nursing

needs)

- Emphasized patient

independence; influenced

curriculum design.

Theoretical/educational

leadership, patient?centered

care.

1960?

1970

Margaret Sanger,

Dorothy Johnson

(theory development)

- Growth of nursing

research; emergence of

specialty areas (e.g.,

midwifery, anesthesia).

Research?driven leadership,

specialization.

Key Shift: From “caretaker” to “professional” – leaders pushed for licensure, education standards,

and the recognition of nursing as a distinct scientific discipline.

3. The Era of Management & Systems (1970?1990)

Concept Pioneers & Models Core Idea Leadership Implications

Nurse

Manager Role

Virginia A.

McCormack, Ruth M.

Tappen

Transition from bedside to

administrative oversight of

units.

Transactional leadership

– focus on staffing,

budgeting, performance

metrics.

Systems

Theory

Luther Gulick &

Lyndall Urwick

(POSDCORB), Peter

Drucker

(management)

Organizations as interrelated

processes; importance of

planning, organizing, staffing,

directing, coordinating,

reporting, budgeting.

Strategic leadership,

process optimization.

Magnet

Recognition

(1983)

American Nurses

Credentialing Center

(ANCC)

Identifies hospitals with

excellent nursing

environments; emphasizes

shared governance.

Transformational

leadership,

empowerment, shared

decision?making.
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