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What are Nursing Theories?

Nursing theories are organized bodies of knowledge that define what nursing is, what nurses do,
and why they do it. These theories provide a framework to distinguish nursing as a unique
discipline separate from other fields, such as medicine. They serve as a guide to nursing practice
at both abstract and specific levels, offering structure to the art and science of nursing.

The Significance of Nursing Theories

Nursing, as a profession, is dedicated to recognizing and advancing its own unique body of
knowledge—nursing science. To sustain and grow this foundation, nurses must identify, develop,
and apply relevant concepts and theories. Nursing theories encapsulate the essence of nursing
practice, offering principles and guidelines for effective patient care. Unlike medicine, nursing

focuses holistically on the individual, integrating various domains of care to achieve optimal health
outcomes.

Key Terminologies in Nursing Theory
Understanding nursing theory necessitates familiarity with foundational terms and their meanings:

¢ Philosophy: The beliefs and values that define a way of thinking, often shared by a
discipline or group.

e Theory: A structured set of principles designed to explain, predict, or control phenomena.
¢ Concept: The building blocks of theories, representing abstract ideas or images.

¢ Model: A representation that illustrates relationships between concepts, demonstrating how
theory applies in practice.

e Conceptual Framework: A collection of related ideas or concepts often interchangeable
with conceptual models or grand theories.

¢ Proposition: Statements describing the relationships between concepts.

e Domain: The focus or territory of a profession or discipline.

¢ Process: A sequence of organized steps intended to achieve a specific outcome.
e Paradigm: A shared worldview or accepted value system within a discipline.

* Metaparadigm: The most general framework of a discipline, encompassing its core
concepts.
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The Nursing Metaparadigm
The nursing metaparadigm consists of four fundamental concepts: person, environment, health,

and nursing. These elements form the foundation of nursing theories and are frequently
interrelated to address patient care holistically.

1. Person
The person, also referred to as the client or human being, is the central recipient of nursing care.
This concept encompasses individuals, families, groups, and communities. Nursing theories

emphasize understanding the unique needs and experiences of the person to deliver effective
care.

2. Environment

The environment includes the internal and external conditions influencing the client. It comprises
physical surroundings, social relationships, cultural contexts, and the healthcare setting itself.
Positive and negative environmental factors play a significant role in the client’s health and well-
being.

3. Health

Health is the degree of wellness or well-being experienced by the client. This concept is subjective,

varying across patients, clinical settings, and healthcare providers. Nursing theories aim to
enhance health by addressing diverse needs and promoting recovery or comfort.

4. Nursing
Nursing refers to the attributes, characteristics, and actions of the nurse providing care. It involves

collaborating with the client to achieve health goals. Despite variations in definitions, all nursing
theories strive to improve patient care through a distinct nursing lens.

Differing Views on the Metaparadigm
Each theorist's interpretation of the metaparadigm reflects their unique perspectives, experiences,
and influences. While the person remains the central focus, the definitions of the other three
concepts—environment, health, and nursing—vary among theories, offering diverse approaches to
patient care. For instance:

¢ Florence Nightingale emphasized the environment’s impact on healing.

e Jean Watson focused on the caring relationship between nurse and patient.

¢ Dorothea Orem highlighted self-care and the nurse’s role in supporting it.

The Role of Nursing Theories in Practice
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Nursing theories bridge the gap between knowledge and practice by providing:

e Guidance for Patient Care: Structured approaches to assess, plan, implement, and
evaluate nursing interventions.

e Education and Research: Frameworks for nursing curricula and investigations to advance
the discipline.

¢ Professional Identity: A distinct body of knowledge that defines nursing as a separate and
essential healthcare profession.
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