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HEALTH BASICS

Nurse practitioner (NP)

A nurse practitioner is a registered nurse with advanced training to assess, diagnose, and

manage health concerns.

WHAT IT IS

A registered nurse with advanced clinical education

WHERE IT COMES UP

Primary care, specialty clinics, hospitals, urgent care, and telehealth

WHY IT MATTERS

Expands access to assessment, treatment, and ongoing care

WHAT IT IS NOT

Not a disease or diagnosis

WHO TO ASK

The clinic, licensing board, or nurse practitioner

HOW IT IS CHECKED

Professional license and certification records

Overview

A nurse practitioner, often shortened to NP, is a registered nurse with advanced education and

clinical training. NPs assess health concerns, perform physical examinations, order and

interpret tests, make diagnoses, and help manage treatment.

In the United States, an NP is one type of advanced practice registered nurse, or APRN. Most

NPs complete a graduate nursing program and earn national certification in a defined area of

practice. Examples include family health, adult and older-adult health, pediatrics, mental health,

and women's health.

NPs work in many settings. You may meet one during a routine checkup, an urgent visit, a

hospital stay, specialty care, or a telehealth appointment. Some NPs provide ongoing primary

care, while others focus on a particular field, such as heart health, cancer care, or psychiatry.

The title and legal role are not identical in every country or US state. Local law determines

which services an NP may provide independently and when a formal relationship with a

physician is required.

An NP is a healthcare professional, not a disease, diagnosis, or type of treatment.
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How it works

During an appointment, an NP may ask about your symptoms, medical history, medicines,

allergies, daily activities, and health goals. They may perform an examination and decide

whether testing, treatment, monitoring, or referral is appropriate.

Depending on their training, workplace, and local rules, an NP may:

NP education is organized around patient populations. For example, a pediatric NP is trained to

care for children, while an adult-gerontology NP focuses on adults and older people.

Certification does not mean that every NP performs every service.

An NP's role is different from that of a registered nurse. Registered nurses provide

assessment, monitoring, education, treatments, and care coordination. An NP has additional

preparation for responsibilities such as diagnosis and treatment planning.

An NP is also different from a physician. Physicians complete medical school followed by

residency training in a medical specialty. NPs follow a nursing education pathway and receive

advanced training in their chosen population or field. Both may take part in your care,

sometimes independently and sometimes as members of the same team.

- Provide checkups and screening

- Diagnose and manage common health conditions

- Order laboratory tests, imaging, or other investigations

- Prescribe medicines where legally authorized

- Perform certain office procedures

- Manage long-term conditions such as asthma or diabetes

- Refer you to a physician, therapist, pharmacist, or other specialist

Why it matters for your health

Knowing who is providing your care can help you understand what to expect and where to

direct questions. An NP may be your regular primary care professional or may handle one part

of a larger care plan.

For routine care, an NP may help with screening, vaccinations, medicine reviews, follow-up

after testing, and management of stable long-term conditions. In specialty or hospital care, an

NP may monitor treatment, explain results, adjust parts of the plan, or coordinate with

physicians and other professionals.
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Team arrangements differ between services. In one clinic, an NP may manage most visits and

involve a physician when specialist input is needed. In another, the NP and physician may divide

responsibilities from the start. Neither arrangement is automatically better for every person or

health concern.

Continuity matters. If you regularly see the same NP or care team, they may be better able to

follow changes over time. Clear access to your records is also important, especially if several

clinics are involved.

You can ask who will review your test results, manage prescription renewals, respond between

visits, and arrange referrals. These practical details often matter more than the professional

title alone.

What can go wrong

Problems related to NP care usually involve communication, unclear responsibilities, limits of

practice, or gaps between services. They do not mean that being seen by an NP is itself a

medical problem.

Unclear scope of practice can cause confusion about which services an NP can provide. Scope

of practice means the work a professional is educated, licensed, and legally allowed to do. It is

shaped by the NP's certification, local law, and workplace policies.

Fragmented care can occur when different clinics cannot see the same records. Tests may be

repeated, medicine changes may not be shared, or follow-up may be delayed. This can happen

with any type of healthcare professional.

Medication errors or interactions are possible when a complete medicine list is unavailable.

This includes prescription medicines, over-the-counter products, vitamins, and herbal

supplements.

Delayed escalation can occur if a changing or complex problem needs input from another

professional but that handoff does not happen promptly. An NP should refer or seek additional

support when a concern falls outside their training, legal authority, or available resources.

Contact the clinic routinely if you are unsure who is managing a result, referral, refill, or

follow-up plan. Ask for clarification rather than assuming that another service has taken

responsibility.

Seek urgent medical care for a serious or quickly worsening concern. Call emergency services

for symptoms such as severe trouble breathing, signs of a stroke, heavy uncontrolled bleeding,

loss of consciousness, or severe chest pressure. Do not wait for a routine NP appointment or

portal reply in an emergency.
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What you can do

You do not need a medical test to decide whether someone is an NP. Credentials can be

checked through the relevant nursing licensing board and, when applicable, the certification

organization.

Before or during a visit, you can ask:

Bring or maintain an up-to-date list of your medicines, allergies, diagnoses, past procedures,

and other clinicians. Keep copies of important test results or visit summaries when your

healthcare systems do not share records.

Before leaving, confirm the follow-up plan. Ask when results are expected, how you will receive

them, and what to do if you hear nothing. If part of the plan is unclear, ask for it in writing.

If you prefer to see a physician, an NP, or a particular care team, tell the service when booking.

Availability, urgency, specialty needs, and insurance rules may affect the options.

- What type of NP are you, and what is your area of certification?

- Are you my main clinician for this concern?

- Who should I contact if my condition changes?

- Who will review my results and explain the next steps?

- When would you involve a physician or another specialist?

- Does my insurance cover this visit and any planned services?

Common questions

Can an NP diagnose a condition?

In the United States, NPs are trained to evaluate health concerns and make diagnoses within

their role and area of preparation. Their exact legal authority is set by state law and licensing

rules.

Can an NP prescribe medicine?

Many NPs can prescribe medicines. The medicines they may prescribe and any required

physician involvement are determined by local law, licensing rules, and workplace policy.

Can an NP be my primary care professional?

Yes, an NP may provide primary care. Whether an individual NP accepts new primary care

patients depends on their certification, clinic role, availability, and local regulations.
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Can an NP refer me to a specialist?

NPs commonly arrange referrals. Insurance plans or healthcare systems may have separate

rules about which referrals they accept.

Is an NP the same as a physician assistant or physician associate?

No. Both may assess, diagnose, and treat patients, but their education, certification, licensing,

and legal frameworks differ. The title used for the PA profession also differs by location.

Should I ask to see a physician instead?

You may request one. A physician may be involved when a concern is unusually complex,

requires a particular procedure, falls outside the NP's scope, or needs specialist medical

training. The NP can explain how the local team shares care.

How can I verify an NP's credentials?

Search the official nursing licensing board for the state or jurisdiction where the NP practices.

The record may show license status and professional role. National certification may be

verified separately through the relevant certification body.
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