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EDITORIAL
On AANA’s 90th—
Looking Back, 
Looking Forward
Chuck Biddle, PhD, CRNA

It is 2021, and the American 
Association of Nurse Anesthetists is 
celebrating its 90th birthday. What 
does it mean that our professional 
association is 90 years old? What 
historical perspective can be gained 
and what lies ahead?

First, some background: Ninety 
years ago, the United States was in 
the throes of the 1929 stock market 
crash, with a whopping national 
unemployment rate of 16.3%. The 
US faced other challenges, as well. A 
drought of epic proportions turned 
a huge swath of Middle America 
into a virtual dust bowl, with food 
prices skyrocketing at a time when 
Americans could least afford it. Many 
of those affected by the devastating 
drought migrated with all of their 
belongings to California, hoping for 
a new life in a place that was meta-
phorically green with prosperity.

Not all was tragedy. Let’s take a 
trip back. A few of America’s suc-
cess stories included the completion 
of the Empire State building in New 
York City, which was designed by 
William F. Lamb and built in record 
time. It was to remain the world’s 
tallest building until 1970. And, 
oh yes, we were still basking in the 
glory of Amelia Earhart’s recent 
historic 22-hour flight across the 
Atlantic, and Alexander Fleming’s 
discovery of penicillin, which was 
to revolutionize healthcare. Then 

despite that false start in 1931, due 
to economic calamity, the construc-
tion of the Golden Gate Bridge, 
which was to become the most 
photographed bridge in the world, 
finally began in 1933.

A lesser known, but equally 
noteworthy, event of 1931, was 
the founding of the National 
Association of Nurse Anesthetists 
(NANA) on June 17, in Cleveland, 
Ohio. Agatha Hodgins alone was 
responsible for this. Hodgins was 
well aware that many nurses who 
practiced anesthesia at the time 
were inadequately educated. A pro-
fessional association could lead to 
better and safer anesthesia. Hodgins 
convinced a small number of her 
colleagues to come together when 
many of them saw no need for it. 
The NANA was the first national 
association of anesthesia provid-
ers, undergoing further evolution 
with a name change in 1939 to, 
the American Association of Nurse 
Anesthetists (AANA).

Among the first steps taken by 
the fledgling NANA was to publish 
a professional scientific journal. The 
hope was to reach nurse anesthetists 
with the knowledge needed to main-
tain and advance practice. The AANA 
Journal rose from a grassroots effort, 
much like the Empire State Building 
and Golden Gate Bridge did, in the 
face of enormous challenges. The 
Journal has evolved considerably over 
the years, and has been published 
continuously ever since, making 
it the second oldest professional 
journal in anesthesiology! Only 
Anesthesia & Analgesia is older.

Looking back at those 90 years, 
the AANA has a proud history of 

serving the anesthesia professional 
community. The AANA has always 
been there to help you, the CRNA. 
There are extensive archives main-
tained by the AANA preserving our 
collective history, and by extension, 
chronicling the slow, steady, and 
inexorable rise of nurse anesthetists 
as a professional group. Documents, 
publications, photographs, memo-
rabilia, audiovisual items, and 
anesthesia equipment attest to this, 
and are preserved in the official 
AANA archive for posterity.

I have taken the opportunity 
twice, in my long career as a 
CRNA, to examine at least part of 
the archival collection, finding it 
an immersive experience. We all 
experience things in different ways; 
that is what makes art, a visit to a 
museum, or a walk in the woods 
such a personal experience.

I’d like to share something with 
you that, with its message of patient 
safety, has resonated within me over 
the entire span of my career. An 
article, published 90 years ago, by R. 
Sheldon, in the New England Journal 
of Medicine noted the following:

“The search for the perfect anes-
thetic continues, but the personal 
trend is less toward a single knock out 
preparation than to a combination of 
those agents already in use, providing 
to the patient an experience in surgi-
cal and operating room technique that 
he would be glad to repeat. In other 
words, efforts are being directed to 
the comfort, as well as the safety, of 
the patient; and to prove false the old 
adage: I don’t mind the operation, but 
I dread the anesthetic.”

These 90 years since our for-
mal inception have seen our rise 
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as a premier profession of devoted 
healthcare providers who function as 
critical care intensivists, specializing 
in the administering of anesthesia 
services. Our toolbox, and scope of 
practice, has expanded beyond what 
Hodgins could have imagined those 
nine decades ago. As a profession we 
are a highly disciplined group with 
a unique body of focused knowl-
edge and skill, based on research, 
some of which we created. We apply 
evidence-based principles in deliver-
ing our care and educate and train 
at the very highest level. Completing 
what might be the final caveat in the 
definition of a profession, we have 
distinguished ourselves as unique 
entities in the eyes of the public, 
administrators, and policymakers.

For many years, I’ve been 
privileged, beyond my ability to 
succinctly articulate its personal 
meaning, to serve as the editor-
in-chief of the AANA Journal, the 
written, formal extension of our 
professional and public image. The 
value of our Journal lies in it being a 
successful, high-impact, professional 

and scholarly offering, grounded in a 
rigorous peer-review process, ensur-
ing that all articles published will 
advance knowledge and practice that 
is relevant to our anesthetic practice.

The AANA Journal has played 
a tremendous role in the profes-
sionalization of nurse anesthesia. 
Originally intended to educate 
nurses who practiced anesthesia with 
little training, it evolved to keep pace 
with the industry-wide trend toward 
improved education and greater 
scientific rigor in anesthesiology. 
The AANA Journal has inspired its 
readers to reflect and think critically 
about their practice and has played a 
significant role in having legislators, 
administrators, other professions, 
and perhaps most importantly, the 
public, implicitly trust us, giving us, 
the CRNA, a permanent place in the 
healthcare hierarchy.

As the Journal’s trajectory has 
evolved over these past 90 years, so 
has its emphasis on raising the bar 
of its scholarly excellence with each 
passing year. We are committed to 
providing our readers, who include 

tens of thousands within and outside 
our profession, with excellent sci-
entific evidence, insightful literature 
reviews, and novel clinical cases that 
support and advance our practice. 
Our mission is clear and is based on 
a mantra for the future: our strength 
comes from our knowledge and skill.

One might argue that our Journal 
is a metaphorical bond that holds 
us together. Were we to analyze 
its content, decade by decade, we 
would see its evolution progress 
from purely education, that is 
restating the work of others, to pub-
lishing more of the original research 
interests of CRNAs. It has become a 
tool to advance our knowledge and 
practice, advancing the stature of 
our profession in the process. The 
AANA Journal gives voice to who we 
are, in the process creating a legacy, 
a written, permanent record in the 
medical literature. And because it 
now publishes an increasing amount 
of work from authors worldwide, 
we’ve come to play a role in global 
anesthesiology practice.

Happy 90th birthday, indeed.


