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By Carol Roe, JD, MSN, RN

Recently | attended a seminar on the topic of Nurses Running for Office. One of the speakers described
the experience of campaigning as “exhilarating.” | was reminded of my own experiences as a candidate
for Cleveland Heights City Council.

While | had worked on campaigns most of my adult life, | had never planned to run myself. A significant
barrier for me personally was the known financial cost. | was approached by my neighbors and others in
the community, including nurses who felt, like me, that my neighborhood was not being fully
represented on our City Council. Having encouraged other nurses to run for years, | could not decline
the call. The suggestion became more palatable once colleagues offered to raise money and a volunteer
stepped forward to be Campaign Treasurer.

A few of my nurse colleagues questioned why | would want to put myself through such an undignified
course of action. After all, politics is “so dirty.” Perhaps this sentiment helps explain the disappointing
historically low numbers of nurses in public office. The majority of my nurse colleagues shared my vision
about the role of nurses in civic engagement and politics and were some of the most enthusiastic
supporters of my campaigns. That vision is shaped in part since we chose to be nurses because we want
to help others. We advocate for patients in the clinical setting and have been called to extend that
advocacy to influence health policy.

That shared vision is also shaped by the profession’s Code of Ethics. Provision 9.2 of the American
Nurses Association’s Code of Ethics for Nurses states “Individual civic engagement and nursing’s civic
professionalism embody nursing’s covenant and affirm the mutual expectations and responsibilities
between nursing and society” (ANA, 2025, p.8). Provision 9.5 states, “nurses have a role at every level of
the democratic process. This includes, informed voting in local and national elections; running for office;
combating voter suppression; and working closely with local, state and federal elected officials to
develop, promote, and facilitate the passage of health and social policy change.” (ANA, 025, p.41). Thus,
nurses are expected to be leaders in the community.

Campaigning for office is not an easy process but offers the exciting opportunities and challenges of
learning about new issues and complex topics. In Cleveland Heights, for example, the city was under a
consent agreement at the time with the United States Environmental Protection Agency due to the
inadequate, outdated sewer system. To be an informed decision maker | had to learn the intricacies to
bring the sewer system up to date.

Economic development was similarly another eye-opening experience. Cleveland Heights, like many
other cities, had a shopping center that was state of the art when it was built in the 1970’s. Over the
years shoppers’ preferences changed, leaving the location predominately vacant. | needed to



understand the complexities of zoning regulations, eminent domain, construction issues, landlord-tenant
relations as well community sentiments to respond to voter’s questions.

One of the somewhat surprising aspects of my experience was realizing how much of local government
is public health. Much of the housing stock in the city was over 80 years old so lead abatement
programs were needed. Sanitation issues besides the sewer involved the entire garbage disposal and
recycling systems. And | learned that auto accident prevention systems such as “road diets” had pros
and cons. Parks, bike and hiking trails, tow paths and maintenance of tree canopies are also related to
public health by promoting a sense of well-being.

In talking with other nurse candidates, there was consensus that the most rewarding part of
campaigning was the face-to-face contact with individuals and listening to their stories. |too found that
to be most rewarding aspect. It was a gratifying experience to meet so many new people and gain a
different perspective on how others faced the everyday challenges of living. Nurses are educated to be
skilled listeners, ask probing but unobtrusive questions, and be astute to what’s not being said. (Patton
et al,2023) Whether learning about the challenges of the rural farming community or seeing the heart-
wrenching impact of a recession on diverse families, nurses have a natural empathy to function in a
public health capacity by providing resources to those in need.

The Honorable Ann Marie Donegan, former Mayor of North Olmstead, noted that conversations on the
door step often set the priorities for future legislation. “I recognize that we have a nation comprised of
so many different kinds of people with so many different needs. | was able to recall some of those
conversations when | needed to set priorities for what | would propose as legislation.” (A. M. Donegan,
personal communication, January 24, 2026) Similarly, a current state representative expressed that
these stories heard help her represent her constituents in Columbus. Current City Council member
Megan Coy of North Olmstead, running for Ohio State Representative shared her experiences when
children, especially, teen agers show their interest when she knocks on the door. “It makes what we are
doing more meaningful. After all, it is their future we are fighting for.” (Megan Coy, personal
communication, January 25, 2026) She also shared how gratifying it is when she sees parents role
modeling for their children by bringing them to the polls when they vote.

Underlying any campaign experience is that while one is doing everything one can to win, there is always
the possibility one may lose. As someone who has won then lost, | admit it hurts. Even so, | would do it
all again. | passionately believe in the power of the democratic process to promote significant social
change for the good of all citizens.
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