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The purpose of this position statement is twofold.  First, to address the role of nurses in capital punishment.  
Second, to express the American Nurses Association�[�•���~���E���•���}�À���Œ���o�o���À�]���Á�•���}�v capital punishment, also 
referred to as the death penalty.  Registered nurses, along with other health care professionals, continue to 
be called upon to participate in capital punishment, including the use of lethal injection.  Since 1983, ANA 
has clearly held that nurses should not assume any role in the capital punishment of a prisoner.  This 
position statement now extends to opposing capital punishment.0
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The American Nurses Association (ANA) opposes both capital punishment and nurse participation in capital 
punishment.  Participation in executions, either directly or indirectly, is viewed as contrary to the 
fundamental goals and ethical traditions of the nursing profession.  This position is in alignment with the 
�/�v�š���Œ�v���š�]�}�v���o�����}�µ�v���]�o���}�(���E�µ�Œ�•���•�[���~ICN, 2012�•���‰�}�•�]�š�]�}�v���š�Z���š���^���}�v�•�]�����Œ�•���š�Z�����������š�Z���‰���v���o�š�Ç���š�}�����������Œ�µ���o�U���]�v�Z�µ�u���v��
and unacceptable. . .�_���~�‰�X���î�•.   

The !"#$%"&%'()*+,%&"-%./-,$,%0*()%12($-3-$(*4$%5(6($7$2(, (!"#$ ) (ANA, 2015) brings to the forefront the 
importance of the nursing profession�[�• taking a stance against any action that is contrary to the respect for 
human dignity of all individuals.  Since ANA represents individual nurses, the professional organization must 
communicate to the public the values nurses consider central to the nursing profession (!"#$8 Interpretive 
Statement 9.1).  Within the !"#$  provisions 8 and 9 (ANA, 2015), the principles of social justice speak to the 
importance of the nursing �‰�Œ�}�(���•�•�]�}�v�[�•��taking a stance against the death penalty, due to the preponderance 
of evidence against the fairness and effectiveness of capital punishment as a deterrent.  

A46)334#+-/')#& 0
In keeping with the nursing pr�}�(���•�•�]�}�v�[�•�����}�u�u�]�š�u���v�š���š�}�������Œ�]�v�P�V the preservation of human dignity and 
rights; the ethical principles of justice, nonmaleficence, beneficence and fidelity; and the preservation of trust 
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8. The death penalty undermines human dignity.  It is based on the religious premise of vengeance 
(“an eye for an eye”), rather than on fair distribution of justice as outlined in the seven items above. 
To kill the person who has killed someone is simply to continue the cycle of violence.  It is an 
ultimate violation of human rights.  All criminals remain human beings and deserving of being 
treated with human dignity. 

9. Some death penalty executions have resulted in prisoners suffering.  After a number of poorly 
managed executions, in which the person being executed agonized for several minutes, the U.S. 
death penalty debate has been revived. Also, states have struggled to obtain the drugs necessary for 
lethal injections, as European and some U.S. suppliers refused to sell the drugs if they are being used 
for executions.  

The ANA !"##$%&'"()*+,-#.'(/0+1%"2$+)(3 +1&)(3)#3.+"4+5#)%&'%$0+(2013)+states: 

It is inappropriate for nurses to be involved in the security aspects of the facility and 
disciplinary decisions or committees. Correctional nurses must be vigilant in maintaining 
a healthcare role and not participate in non-therapeutic court-ordered procedures such 
as but not limited to body entry searches or executions by lethal injections, performed 
solely for correctional purposes and without informed consent (p. 86). 

This scope of practice indicates that registered nurse in the corrections environment are bound by the 
profession’s !"3$ +(ANA, 2015). Standard 12 states, “The corrections nurse integrates ethical provisions in all 
areas of practice” (ANA, 2013, p. 117).   

ANA’s opposition extends to all forms of participation by nurses in capital punishment, by whatever means, 
whether under civil or military legal authority.  The ethical principle of nonmaleficence requires that nurses 
act in such a way as to prevent harm, not to inflict it.  The act of participating in capital punishment clearly 
inflicts harm; nurses are ethically bound to abstain from any activities in carrying out the death penalty 
process.  Nurses must not participate in capital punishment, whether by chemical, electrical, or mechanical 
means.  Consistent with this directive is a standard of the National Commission on Correctional Health Care 
prohibiting correctional health services staff from participation in inmate executions (2014). 

Nurses, in their professional roles, including advanced practice, should not take part in assessing the 
prisoner or the equipment; supervising or monitoring the procedure or the prisoner; procuring, prescribing 
or preparing medications or solutions; inserting the intravenous catheter; injecting the lethal solution; 
attending or witnessing the execution; or pronouncing the prisoner dead.  Nurses should not train 
paraprofessionals in any of the activities listed above for the purpose of their use in capital punishment. The 
NCCHC (2014) specifies that health services staff does not assist, supervise, or contribute to the ability of 
another to directly cause the death of an inmate. 

Summary 
ANA opposes nurse participation in any phase of capital punishment. Participation of nurses in capital 
punishment is contrary to ethical precepts of the Code and several ANA position statements. The 
!"##$%&'"()*+,-#.'(/0+1%"2$+)(3+1&)(3)#3.+"4+5#)%&'%$ (2013) specifically states that nurses should not 
participate in the execution process (p. 12).  While many states still have legalized the death penalty, nurses 
should strive for social changes that recognize the human dignity of all individuals and uphold right to be 
free from cruel and unusual punishment.  
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