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urse entrepreneurs: that bold new breed of professionals who risk 

it all to start their own health care businesses-and more and more nurses 
are doing just that. Health Department statistics reveal that in 1989 there 
were approximately 13,000 nurse-owned businesses in the United States. 

While all entrepreneurs risk much when they take the plunge and 
start a business, nurses face a tremendous fundamental challenge at the 
outset. The challenge is getting paid for services rendered. Rather 
important, right? Any business won 't last long if it doesn 't make money. 
But think about it. Direct reimbursement for nursing services delivered 
by an independent nurse is the rare exception, not the norm. And since 
most nurses in business offer a service, as opposed to a product, the nurse 
entrepreneur must be exceptionally courageous and creative when struc-
turing her business concept. Even when offering a healthcare service that is 
traditionally easily reimbursable, many banks and vendors must be convinced that 
a nurse can do the job, simply because they don't perceive nurses as business people . 
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"My agency 

was born out 

of pure, 

unadulterated 

frustration ... 

it didn't 

have to be 

that way ... " 
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So, one major question that comes 
up is, why? Why will a nurse, _already 
starting out with one obstacle agamSt her, 
think about starting her own business? 

Many nurses are driven away from 
hospitals and into business because they 
tire of institutional lunacy in the fonn of 
higher patient acuities, fewer nurses, low-
er pay, no autonomy and lack of respect. 
But there are many other reasons. 

Life Changes 
Major life changes, such as divorce 

or death of a spouse, are often cited by 
nurses who have started a business. "It 
wasn 't until 1986 when my husband died 
that I seriously started thinking about 
using my nursing experience in a busi-
ness career," says Mary Lou Catania, 
R.N., owner of the Mammography Cen-
ter of Monterey, California. "The day 
Sam died our major source of income was 
gone. As a widow with three boys in 
school I needed a paycheck." 

Another major life change - severe 
illness - can also precipitate the entre-
preneurial urge. According to Karen 
Wetther, B.S.N., "Just a few months after 
graduating, I was diagnosed as having 
rheumatoid arthritis. My arthritis contin-
ued to progress, making hospital nursing 
increasingly difficult. My co-workers 
often had to make special allowances for 
me as I could not lift as much as was often 
necessary, so I sometimes required a light-
er assignment." After her hospital termi-
nated her for medical reasons, Wetther 
went on to start Medical Legal Resourc-
es, a San Diego, California company of-
fering seminars to nurses on medical-le-
gal consulting. 

Sometimes it 's not the total loss of 
income that turns the tide. "After my 
paycheck was cashed, taxes and bills paid, 
and with about $40 left I thought: Wow, 
maybe I can take a weekend trip (as long 
as I don 't use too much gas, or stay in a 
motel, or eat in a restaurant...)," says Cora 
LeClair, CCRN. LeClair is now an inde-
pendent contractor, earning over $100,000 
a year. 
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Childhood Influences 
Other nurse entrepreneurs mention 

how very early in life their entrepreneur-
ial tendencies expressed themselves. "At 
five years old," recalls Sarah Seybold, 
M .S.N, co-founder of Dove Professional 
Apparel, a Sunnyvale, Cali~orn_ia nur~ing 
uniform company, "I was rmgmg neigh-
borhood doorbells, selling songs (sing-
ing in pig-Latin was fiv~ cents extra). By 
the age of ten, I'd sold mistletoe and flow-
ers, done child care, had a dog-walking 
service." Says Honolulu-based medical-
legal consultant Sandra Ritz , R.N., 
M.P.H. , "I sold handmade coloring books 
and toys to the neighborhood kids. I 
charged parents a quarter per kid for cos-
tumes in plays I wrote and directed star-
ring their children. I 'borrowed ' some of 
Mom's clothes and pocketed the costume 
costs. Circumstances fueled these endeav-
ors; my sisters and I did not get an allow-
ance - we had to earn our spending 
money. My entrepreneurial skills were 
not yet finely honed, though. I didn ' t 
realize that with those many weeks of 
daily after-school rehearsals I could have 
charged babysitting time as well." 

Ideals of Caring 
People don 't become nurses in order 

to become entrepreneurs. They go into 
the field to help people; however, that 
goal often strays out of reach. In many 
cases, entrepreneurship offers a way to 
regain those lost ideals. "I spent the first 
six years of my career in critical care, 
working day-to-day in life and death," 
explains Janice Stanfield, R.N., CETN. 
"It was very exciting and I felt I was 
contributing so much. But soon, I be-
came the expert at 'how to ' .. . how to cal-
ibrate a Swan Ganz, how to assist with a 
pacemaker insertion, how to fix just about 
any piece of machinery that was broken 
- I had become a technician. I no longer 
felt fulfilled. I was no longer working 
with conscious patients; personal inter-
actions were a thing of the past." Stan-
field now has her own private practice as 
an enterostomal therapist called Enteros-
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tomal Therapy Nurse Consultants, based 
in Newhall, California, and is happily 
back to one-to-one care. 

Nurses working for agencies often 
go out and start their own agency when 
their employers lose sight of the ideals of 
caring. "My friend and I had just quit our 
jobs at a home care agency that fell far 
short of its ideals and left us searching for 
a better way to live our ideals in home 
care administration," says Kate Walters, 
R.N., founder of Caring Home Support 
Services, Inc., of Waterford, Mich. "The 
things that bothered me the most were the 
lack of responsiveness and commitment 
to both clients and field staff in private 
duty home care. Power struggles and 
profits, rather than the provision of qual-
ity services, seemed to be the primary 
forces for action." 

Adds Imalee Crow, R.N., owner of 
Associate Medical Professionals of Okla-
homa City, Oklahoma, "My agency was 
born out of pure, unadulterated frustra-
tion. Although each agency I had worked 
for had every chance of success, these 
companies had instead chosen to push a 
product rather than listening to the client. 
The result? No one was winning! And 
the most frustrating thing was that it didn't 
have to be that way - I knew how to 
solve those problems!" 

The Educator Who Couldn't 
Nursing educators have the ideal 

career. Tenure, day schedules and lots of 
time off - no need to tum entrepreneur-
ial, right? Not always. "The seed (for the 
business) started to genninate when I was 
the chairperson for the nursing program 
in a community college," explains Car-
olyn Taylor, M.H.N.P., President of The 
Taylor Group, Inc., an educational con-
sulting company based in Portland, Ore-
gon. "It was becoming more evident that 
I was spending more time doing crisis 
intervention and/or assisting students to 
deal with personal problems than I was 
preparing students to be effective nurses. 
I was becoming dissatisfied working to 
keep an institutional structure in place -
one that did not serve what I was commit-
ted to do." 
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"Not many things 

can irk a 

talented nurse 

more than 

making lots 

of money for 

someone else." 

"My expertise 

a living 

and making 

others rich." 
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Making Other• Rich 
Not many things can irk a lalcnlcd 

nurse more than making lols of money for 
someone else. Lamenls Sandra Rilz, a 
medical legal consullanl , "Altorncys 
would send large sets of medical records 
to a physician for review; the physician 
would pay me $30 an hour to organize , 
summarize and write recommendations 
on care. The physician would then turn 
around and bill the attorney up to $150 an 
hourformytime. Myexpertisewascarn-
ing me a living and making others rich." 

The Power of Nuraing 
Nursing ' s biggest secret is its incred-

ible power. We know that we 're the bed-
rock of the health care system. Like bed-
rock, this power is covered up, not seen or 
understood by the public. This fact hit 
home for Liz Augustine, B.S.N., when 
she was interviewed for a sales position 
with a large insurance company and told 
the interviewer she would like to do busi-
ness with nurses. "He told me that I 
would never make any money, because 
nurses were an unsophisticated market," 
she recalls. "He was visualizing nurses 
with thennometers, bedpans and maybe 
even I.V.s. He had no idea about the 
power of nurses. I left his office with a 
real goal in mind. Simply put, I knew 
someday i would prove him wrong." 
Augustine is now a certified financial 
planner in New York providing seminars 
to nurses on strategies for gaining finan-
cial independence. 

There are many different reasons why 
nurses start their own businesses, but all 
of them stem from a combination of pro-
foundly personal experiences and con-
victions. And that is the first step toward 
success. 

/DAVID A. NORRIS. RN .. is founder and Ex-
ecutive Director of the National Nurses in Busi-
ness Association. His book.from which nurses' 
comments in the above article are excerpted, 
Haw I Became a Nurse Entrepreneur: Tales 
from 50 Nurses in Business , published by the 
National Nurses in Business Association ( NNBA), 
is available by check or money order for $22.95 
from: NNBA ,47 6th Street.Petaluma. CA 94952.J 
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Title-Setting Up Shop- Why Nurses Do It 

By David A. Norris 

Synopsis - Increasing numbers of nurses are turning their skills into high paying and satisfying 
ventures 


