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Introduction
According to the World Health Organization (WHO, 2023) the COVID-19 global pandemic (‘the pandemic’) is estimated to have killed 6,972,152 people. It also illuminated health disparities and social inequities reinvigorating the political and national aspirations for healthy communities. However, not all people have equitable access to, or are able to achieve, health. Health equity can be defined as ‘the state in which everyone has a fair and just opportunity to attain their highest level of health. Achieving this requires ongoing societal efforts to: address historical and contemporary injustices; overcome economic, social, and other obstacles to health and health care; and eliminate preventable health disparities’ (CDC, 2023). The WHO recognized this imperative over fifteen years ago as it called for action to close the generational gap on health inequities through greater understanding of social determinants of health (WHO, 2008). 
The pandemic was not the only crisis that has brought to light the cultural and racial disparities in the United States. The Black Lives Matter campaign and the siege of the United States Capitol building thrust into the public landscape just how marginalized people of color are where they live, experiencing violence and death, structural racism and a constrained voice in society that values the right to vote-but only it if fits an accepted political view (Das et al., 2023; Leitch et al., 2021). 
In addition, in 2023 we see how the LGBTQIA community are rejected by the removal of gender-affirming care in Florida (HRC 2023) or the overturning of the legal protections afforded to birthing people of Roe vs Wade by the U.S. Supreme Court. These have resulted in people having to seek care across State borders, afraid of the consequences of needing or accessing gender-informed care (e.g. access to abortion or gender re-assignment surgery) (Coleman-Minahan, & Alspaugh 2022). Health professionals are also threatened with legal action, jail and fines if they assist such people in need (Coleman-Minahan, 2021). These are more than political issues these are broader human right to health issues.
Nursing Leadership Challenges and Capabilities	
One might be left asking, ‘What does this mean for nurses?’ In October 2023, the incoming President of the American Academy of Nursing (Dr Scott), the peak national policy and leadership voice for nursing stated that even they had moved from the history of nursing as a female profession in referring to the work of Dr Ken White, ‘as the Academy’s first male president, he broke a glass ceiling in our organization. He created a culture of belonging, challenged all of us to be Nurses Out Loud, and embraced inclusivity at every turn’ (Scott, AACN FAAN email, 2023). 
The Future of Nursing 2020-2030: Charting a Path to Achieve Health Equity report was released in 2021, while the pandemic was ongoing (NASEM, 2021). Nurse Leaders must act to guide, model and create pathways for action for all nurses in the advancement of health equity. As Azar (2021, p571) argues, ‘Nurse Leaders are scientists, innovators, advocates and educators’. They are also citizens of the discipline of nursing and have professional authority within the nursing profession. They have skills and knowledge they use daily in their practice as they work on the front lines to improve individual, family and population health outcomes while reducing cost under a value-based care agenda. Nursing has value, provides value and is key to valuing health equity. The following sections highlight three key recommendations from the Future of Nursing report (NASEM, 2021), the capabilities that may be needed and some innovations or opportunities for nursing leadership to effectively lead change.
Recommendation 1: In 2021, all national nursing organizations should develop an agenda to address social determinants of health and achieving health equity.
In the opening paragraphs of this paper the role of the American Academy of Nursing was noted as they have already progressed in their mission and vision for equity leadership in the immediate past presidency. Their strategic plan leans ambitiously into reducing health inequity (2021-2024).  For example, goal 3 states ‘Disseminate nurse-driven innovation to reduce inequities and improve health’. While this comes from a national nursing organization targeting models to promote at the Academy this specific goal also can be achieved by nurses and Nurse Leaders working on the front lines and within systems across health care settings. One strategy includes how condition-based bundled payments can empower nurses as they reclaim their professional authority of how to reduce inequities using professional governance structures (O’Grady & Clavelle, 2021), innovation models and shared understanding of how resources and costs can be improved from point of care to the C-suite while inviting new models of care to increase access (Albert et al., 2022; Teisburg et al., 2020).
The National Institute for Nursing Research (NINR) 2022-2026 strategic plan for supporting science that advances practice, policy and optimizes health provides a great example of how nursing leadership at the Federal level are creating structural frameworks of direction and funding action that advances health equity. NINR funds all health professionals prepared to study questions of importance to nursing so maximizing the influence of nursing to fund interprofessional science, scientific training and even influence the ‘what and how’ of research needed to address inequities and social determinants of health.  One new call, in particular PAR-22-230, could not make this imperative clearer, NINR Areas of Emphasis for Research to Optimize Health and Advance Health Equity (R01). A challenge for nursing leadership however includes making sure Nurse Scientists are supported, given time release and educated not only as Scientists but in health equity to be able to attend to this call (AACN, 2021; Azar, 2021; ANOL, 2022).
Recommendation 6: All health care systems should incorporate nursing expertise in designing, generating, analyzing and applying data to support initiatives focused on social determinants of health and health equity.
	Diversity-related technology, data and data science systems are futuristic and innovative tools that form part of any innovation continuum but that can also be used to expand access and utilization of care services to improve quality safety, efficiencies, and patient health outcomes (Albert et al., 2022). Big data analytics should be used in partnership with statisticians and health policy experts while building on existing skilled nursing analysts and nurses with advanced informatics and data science training within health care organizations (AONL, 2022; Bakken & Dreisbach, 2022; Stoumpos et al., 2023). Using professional governance (O’Grady & Clavelle, 2021) Nurse Leaders can work with front line clinicians to ensure social determinants of health are present in the EHR to facilitate future research and to ensure patient experiences are captured and used to ask important health equity questions. It will be imperative that Nurse Leaders are skilled in using the innovation continuum, meet national informatics competencies, are willing to participate in divergent thinking, risk taking and have failure tolerance, agility and autonomy to make organizational change that also values and retains nurses while limiting unintended exacerbations of inequities (Albert et al., 2022; Azar, 2021; Bakken & Dreisbach, 2022; McBride et al., 2023).
In Colorado a maternal care science group have developed an instrument to measure positive practice environments for Midwives of color as they argue diversification of the midwifery workforce is key to addressing disparities in maternal health in the United States while enhancing retention of a diverse workforce (Thumm et al., 2023). While a Columbia team have looked at ways machine learning can create predictive scores for the EHR to enhance uptake by physicians of nursing 'concerns' thus reducing implicit bias. The predictive score effectively highlights nursing value in surveillance and interprofessional communication (Rossetti et al., 2021). Finally, telehealth has emerged as a huge opportunity since the pandemic to expand access to care, allow full nursing scope of practice and in some States with temporary practice waivers in place during COVID reduce death rates. People living in rural areas experience barriers to mental health care that telehealth can address. Payment systems that value nurses must involve nurses in new payment policy discussions about that contribution to care (Bakken & Dreisbach, 2022; Clancy, 2020; Liu et al., 2020). One key nurse who is making a difference at the legislative level of health payment is Senator Underwood (Underwood, 2023) and Nurse Leaders and nurses must take heed of this incredible advocacy and activation of a nursing voice for health equity and inclusive leadership (Nikpour et al 2022).
Recommendation 7: Nursing education programs should ensure that nurses are prepared to address social determinants of health and achieve health equity.
The AACN Nursing Essentials (AACN, 2021) are competency-based education directives that embed the educational preparation standards for all nurses from BS through to doctorally prepared leaders to drive and deliver health equity. Nurse educators and Nurse Leaders must simultaneously reflect inwards on a new set of shared values to be aware of personal and structural bias/racism. Meaningful representation of marginalized groups in education programs for nurses and educational workforce combined with cultural humility and environmental symbols that reflect gender-inclusive care (eg preferred pronouns) facilitate equitable outcomes. Collaborative learning and community engagement while acknowledging a colonial heritage and harms from within nursing’s history takes this work a step further. Emerging leaders must be mentored and coached on inclusive leadership and retained through equitable salary incentives and not overloading them with important DEI work without appropriate structural and resource support. As many senior leaders in nursing are white and female it will be imperative that people who identify as Black, Indigenous, or a Person of Color (BIPOC) or transgender and non-conforming nurses or through partnerships are engaged to educate the current and next generation of nurses on discrimination, misgendering and advocacy for minority visibility (Nikpor et al., 2022; Smith et al., 2023). Finally, retaining nurses in a post pandemic workspace while educating the next generation of nurses and Nurse Leaders will also mean paying attention to nurse well-being, meaningful recognition and joy at work to bring health equity to nurses themselves (Albert et al., 2022; Martin et al., 2023; Smith et al., 2023).
Conclusion
	This paper has briefly illustrated how all nurses across the U.S. have a role to play in advancing health equity for all people. It has demonstrated how Nurse Leaders and those within nursing leadership roles can operationalize recommendations for health equity reform from The Future of Nursing report (2021). The future is challenging but nurses have demonstrated most recently during the pandemic just how agile and innovative they can be. When we combine the amplification of the voice of Nurse Leaders with the collective voice of the nursing profession through advocacy, science, education and front-line nurse innovation, in tandem with self-reflection and bias mitigation, the aspirations for health equity for all people will be that much closer to becoming a reality.
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