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By Shannon Kelly, Internal Communications intern

A nurse’s voice in the legislative process 

Published on 4/20/2016 

Lori Folken, RN, Perinatal outreach educator, represented Carle at the Nurse in 
Washington Internship (NIWI) program in Washington D.C. in March. The 
purpose of the conference is to bring together nurses who want to learn how 
they can make an impact in the legislative advocacy process. 

Through her involvement in the Association of Women’s Health Obstetric and 
Neonatal Nurses (AWHONN), Folken was awarded a scholarship to attend this 
event.

“I was interested because I do have a little bit of background with legislation 
and advocacy from my experience as an emerging leader,” said Folken. “After 
filling out an application and receiving a letter of endorsement from a leader in 
my organization, I was selected. This scholarship paid travel expenses, 
conference registration and allowed me to have an amazing experience and get 
additional education on legislative advocacy.”

This yearly three-day conference brings together nurses and nursing students 
from throughout the United States. Seventy-five participants attended this year’s 
event, representing more than 20 nursing organizations. There were 
presentations given by professional nurse advocates, professional lobbyists, 
congressional staffers and a state representative from North Carolina – who also happens to be a nurse.

“I represented an organization that focuses on perinatal needs, but there were 26 different nursing organizations represented. It was great to 
see such a diverse group learning the legislative advocacy process,” said Folken. “There are so many bills out there that impact nurses in many 
different ways, so it was great to hear the opinions from other nurses.”

During her time in D.C., Folken visited with an aide of U.S. Rep. Rodney Davis, our district’s representative. Folken also lobbied for multiple bills 
focused on increasing funding for a variety of programs.

The Title VIII Nursing Workforce Development Program provides funding to make sure nurses have access to higher education.

“Say I want to get my master’s in education – through this program I could potentially get funding, and what they would do is forgive 85 percent 
of my loans if I would teach in a university for a specified amount of time,” said Folken. “Another example is a person who receives this funding 
may have a portion of their loans forgiven if they work in an under-served area after completing their schooling.”

She also lobbied for funding for the National Institute of Nursing Research.

“Nursing research gets a very small percentage of the funding through National Institutes of Health, so we were asking for an increase in that 
funding,” Folken said. “This was my opportunity to give an example of how nursing research can impact the patients; this is where we want to 
reach the legislator emotionally.  The goal is to draw them in and hopefully make them feel the impact this funding could make.”

And although the conference is over, Folken’s passion for legislative advocacy will not stop now that she’s back in Illinois.

“Legislative advocacy does not have to just be Capitol Hill visits or visits to Springfield,” she said. “I hope to share that the legislative process is 
not cumbersome. As nurses, we are the experts; we already have the knowledge. It’s just letting legislators know why it’s important, which can 
be done through a simple phone call or email.”

Her biggest takeaway from the whole experience is nursing has a strong and trusted voice. 

“When we stand together, the legislators listen. Making contact with the legislator is impactful when that personal story is shared.  They hear 
from professional lobbyists day in and day out, but when a nurse walks in and talks about patients and how a bill can make a difference that is 
when change can happen,” Folken said.  

If you would like more information on how to get involved in legislative advocacy, contact Lori Folken or Melissa Black, manager, Government 
Relations.
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Pamela Bigler 4/21/2016 3:09 PM Delete

This is so true. We all need to be more involved to make impactful change for nursing and patient care. Thanks for being such an advocate. 

Selena McCalla 4/20/2016 9:49 AM Delete

Great message Lori! Thanks for sharing your experience with us.  What a great opportunity and learning experience.
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