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Why does nursii^ need theory?
The last 25 years have witnessed a growing support for and recogmtion of the
importance of nursuig theory, both m educahon and praertice This paper seeks to
explore this movatrait anel also the issues in theory development, study and
apphcation Definitions of theory are reviewed, and hnked to the puipose of
theory and theory development in nursing The ongins and motivahon for
developmg nursmg theory are idenhfied, and arguments for the use of theory m
nursmg are raised Further questions from the eiiscussion of these issues are
identified, queshons likely to provide contmued debate and mveshgation withm
the profession for decades to come

INTRODUCTION

If eme considers the wealth eif bterature that is concemed
with nursing theory and theory develo|Hnent, one may
bebeve that the queshon — "Why de)es nursmg need
theory?' — has already been adequately addressed How-
ever, as more nursmg d^ree programmes are bemg eievel-
oped m ti« Umted Ku^demi (UK) and Project 2000 (UKCC
1956) IS taku^ nursmg mto the realms of higher educahoa
nursmg theory is firmly on tlw ageneia

E>espite this movement, there are sechons m nursmg
that queshon, perhaps quite legitimately, why the pro-
fessiem is eieve>tmg so miKh of its energy to this pursuit of
theory Such doubts are relkcted m the frequently ated
theory-prachce g ^ (e.g Stevras 1984, MIUCT 1985) Are
the important and onerging issues m nursing, vi^th is after
all a prachce eiisaplme, to be served by this enquiry, or is
it merely to meet the neeels of those who widi to achieve
'professionalizahon' and academic sahsfachon? Does
theory actually onprove prachce? Further, can it unprove
prachce when manpower and resource problems predomi-
nate? In this cemtext, is this enquiry not <»ily fruitless, but
wasteful of scarce resource;?

Correspon^nce Mr R. b^ram. Nurse Teadier, Department of Admrnced Numng
Sbidas, BafhmdSwtndonCott^i^Nmso«midMdto^, Ba^ aad Waltz Haae,
Ro^lUm^Bapital, Combe Park Bidh, Avon BAl}NG,E>vlmd.

THEORY

In order to addiess the issue of why nursmg may mdeed
need theory, it is necessary first to identify the nature and
purpose of theeiry m a general sense, and what specific
purpose theory can serve for nursmg Once these issues
have been addressed, then many more queshons are likely
to come to the fore, such as, what theones are most useful
m nursmg, should nursing Ixirrow' theones frenn other
fields, or must new theones umque to nursing be devel-
oped? Can there be a unifymg theory of nursing, and is this
a worthwhile aim? What evidence is there to support the
usefulness of nursmg theemes, and can this be related to
outce}mes? What are the consequences of nursmg without
theory?

It appears to be a reasonable expectahon that if it is
considered that theory is essential to progress m nursmg,
and that there is a elesire withm the profession to embrKe
and utilize theory, then nurse leaders and nurse eehicators
must not only justify its plae», but make it accessible to
nurses m a form that is meamngful This paper aims to
examine the purpose and value erf theeny m nursmg, and
will attempt to adeiress seme of the e>ther ejueshems raised.

The(»y ddSned

What do we mean by ihe tom 'tlwory7 Maiy
e^er defouhons that seem to share genosd
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yet fiirther »iaiy«5 mdicates that tiie defimtion erf tiieory
raises many cemflictmg views, Ciunn & Jacobs (1987) com-
pared vanenis tiieory defimhe}ns, and found diffierenê s m
reiahon to tiie parheuiar focus, of wbeh tiwy identified
feMir defimtions focusmg on tbe theory deveiopment pro-
e»ss, tiie outcenne erf ttwory, tiie tentahve nature of theory,
and a focus on mquiry.

SeMne of these defimtions wiU exciude types of theory
tbat are kgitunate to other defimhons For exampk. Chirm
& Jacobs (1987) ate Mackay's (1969) defimhon of tbeory
as a lejgicaUy mterconnected set of confirmed hypotheses'
Ciunn k Jacoi>s argue tiiat wiuist this defimhon reflects an
accepted view erf tiieory witiun the saentific commumty,
most of what is descni>ed as nursmg theory eannot meet
tiiese ree]uirements Marquis Bishop (1986) asks whether
nursing theory sHuaUy exists, and suggests tliat if ngorous
seienhfie entena are used, tiien it deies not She argues tiiat
pursumg tius debate is not useful to nursmg, and merely
rdkcts tbe eariy stage of tfieory ekvelopment m nursmg

In contrast, Didcoff & James (1968) defined tbeory as 'a
conceptual system or frameworic mvented to serve some
purpcne' Tins ekfeuhon has a far wider appbeahoa as
'confirmed hypotheses' are not a prerequisite, wiuist the
feKus on purpe>se i i^ dear reievance to a prachce-onented
professton

Ehedcoff et al (1968) identified four ieveis of theory, each
with a specific purpose Tiwy were reiated m a berarducai
fasbon, with each bgher ievei requinng the existence of
ttieewy at a lower leveL These kvels ranged from 'fador-
lsoiating theory', tiie most basic ievei concerned witb iden-
tifying and nammg concepts, tiirough 'factor-reiating' and
situation-relating theeny', to the highest level of 'situahon-
prodiKsng theory' (1968), wbch is concemed with the use
of tiieorehcal work to prcjduce vaiued situahons Tiiey
mamtain that nurstng achons must i>e supported by theory
at the bghest prescnphve ievei aithough they emphastze
tiiat rtieory ekvelopment at aU kvels is essenhai to acbeve
tbs

Teirtativenem of tiwory

However, further contrast can b»e demonstrated m Stevens'
(1984) definihem of thecffy as 'a statement that purports
to account for or duractenze some piienomoia' Tbs
definihiMi, Chmn & I«:obs (1987) argue, undedmes the
tentahveness of theewy, whrch is useful if we are to stress
the reiAshc lanihrtKMis to Hie extait that theory can
aduaily repKseiA reality, and may promote a more ques-
tKHui^ ataacx whei presented with iww tiwones Tbs
ddmitkm ako aikats m ev«i broader nmge erf woric for

ccHisiekrahon as tbeory, as the speaficahon erf 'purpose' is
not expbatly eiefined as m the woric erf Dickoff & James

Chirm & Jacoi>s (1987) propose a eiefimhon which seeks
to meorporate tbe mam duuractenstics of other defimhons
They suggest tiiat nursmg ekais with a wide range of com-
piex events tiiat demands a i>re)ader view of theory and
theory deveiopment They define tiieory as

a set of eoneqjts, defiunitions, and propositions tiiat projeets a
view erf piwnomoia by designatmg speeifie mterrelationsiups
among eoneepts for purposes of cJesenbmg, explammg and
predietmg pitenomena.

This defimtion suggests tiiat theory is eoneemed with a
strueture of eieariy defined concepts, and identifies tbe
generai purpose of tiieory As Meieis (1986) pomts out,
tbs defimhon aUows a muihpie use of tiieory, not restncted
to proposihons venfied m researcii.

The statement, 'projects a view', agam underimes the
tentahve nature of theory and, as Ciurm & Jacobs (1987)
state, tbeory is based on assumphons, vaiue ciioices and
judgements The place of values m saence may conflict
with tracbhonai and popuiar views of saence (Chaimers
1982), and tiie posihvists' view of 'vaiue-free' saence
However, as HeUer (1986) pomts out, vaiues do exist,
they are mevitabie, and warrant recogmhon. Qeariy, the
compiexity of nursing, and its area of concem of man and
heaith, ciictate tiiat nursmg sa«ice and nursing achon wiU
reflect vaiues A defimhon of theory that mcorporates tius
reeogmhon is eonsequentiy enhanced

Purperae erf tiieory

If tiieory is purpewefui and goai-onented, wiiat purpose can
the deveiopment of nursing theory serve for tiw nursing
profession? An mihai response to tbs queshon may he to
state tiiat aU nursing theory shouid iead to oiiianced nurs-
ing pradice, and therefore better pahent care Mamner
(1986) id«itifies muihpie benefits denved frewn tiieory m
nursti^, mcorporahr^ tius basic premise of improving
prachce, tiiat seem to be representahve erf tiie bferature
Tbese are tiiat theory {Kovieks knowiedge; eniianess nurs-
mg's power; aids debberate achon and provides raheHiale
when diaUer^eei and provieies professionai autonomy by
guidtng practtce, educahcm and researdi.

The appbcabtiity of many nursing theones to practKX
may appear to be probiemahc m muiy cases. Sennehmes
tiieorehcal wotics do not i»ve sufibaent clanty, or meked
may not iiave appbcabiltty Otiiers may rqjresent bgher-
ievei 'grand' theemes, wbch may be viewed by some as
prerequisites for furrier tiieory devdcq»nei4, but wbeii do
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not always appeal, bong 'tooesotoic for cbmaans' (Mdeis
& Pnce 1988) and having no sppatent significance for the
prachticmer's munediate sphere ctf concem

Many wnters descnbe a pa-ceived 'theory-prachce gap',
for exanple, Stevens 1984, Miller 1985, Norton 1989
However, most will also assert that theory, research and
practice are mterconnected and essential to eacii other
Stevens (1984) exemplifies tbs view, as she states that

theory anses out of practice and, once validated, retums to
direct or explam that prachce (and that] further prachce uneler
the guieiance of a given theory leaels to theory

ORIGINS OF THEORY DEVELOPMENT

Kim (1983) suggests that mterest m theory develojHnent m
nursmg was mohvated by two mam considerahons First,
that nursmg leaders idenhfied the development of theory
as a means of gaining recogmhon for nursmg as a pro-
fession Second, that theonsts recognized the mtrmsic
value of theory for nursmg as a means for definmg and
direchng the professicm and providmg a base for further
theorehcal development

Some may argue tfiat the latter pomt represents the use
of theory to justify its own existence, and is mcbcahve of
the academic needs of a sechon of the profession How-
evet, thecjry, »:cordmg to Kerbnger (1964), is the basic aim
of saence The argument tiius follows that if we consider
that nursmg is a saence, then theory development is a
fundamental achvity

ARGUMENTS FOR THEORY IN NURSING

The 'prcrfessionabzahon' argument for nursmg theory is
explor«l by Chinn & Jacobs (1987) In a health care settmg
mvolvmg a range of health professions, the prerfession
holdmg the theoretical ioiowledge relahng to a specafic
issue IS BK most bkely to pro^ade efl^chve thoiapy Tbs
issue will thai beccm^ the cbmfun of that prc^sion,
wbch will then be able to access rraources to build on
its theoretical knowledge, thus secunng its professicmal
autonomy Qiinn & Jacobs suggest that, m tins context,
thecnehc^ knowledge is a basis ior pcnver

Wblst the pursuit of power as mi end m i t^f canned be
justified, m the real world, nursing may amty nake the
significant cxmtributicHi tt has the potenhal to oiSer if it
ach^ves true professionai autcHKsny Unfortunately, the
mtcHicnny so cksired may not be acbev«l tf tivete is a iatk
of unity aimmg prachsmg nurses who do nc^ similaiiy vaitK

Sucji disunity wcRild not enqpower ihe jm îeancm,
ethers may assiane elomnis of nurm^'s doarni

Leddy & Pejppet (1985) sugge^ that the united achon of
ail nurses casuld provide oiormous potential power, but
becauK of internal dissenhcm and nvalry, nursmg is pobh-
cally impotent and professiCHiaUy poweriess Whether or
not caw agrees with tbs descnphon, many nurses will
recc^imze Leddy & Pepper's asserhon that nurses sedc
status and power, not by expert prachce, but by dimbing
the nursmg hierarchy

Further arguments for nursmg theory as a source of
professional autonomy are tiiat nurses who study theory
will have a gocxi basis for diaUei^ing exishng health care
prachce, and will develop new analyhcal dblls that will
allow rttem to act (febberately As Fawcett (1980) states

a theory in and of itsdf is irrelevant and a prachce devoid
of tiworehcally scnnKi onpincally vabdated pre>cesses may
soon be ce>nsidered as unethicaL

Coherence of purpose

Coherence of purpose is a second argtuiKnt for theory,
posed by Chmn & Jacobs (1987), wbch follows on from
that cf professionai autoncmiy They suggest that there
IS evidence for a lack of coherence of purpose, wbch is
dononstrated by failures m conhnuity of care wlwn dif-
ferent prachhoners fail to share common goals for their
achvities

In sedong coherence of purpose, some theonsts have
prcq>osed 'unifymg' theones of nursir^ that would present
nursmg with a single tlwory wbcii would resolve many of
the dif&culhes ^countered by mulhple, often competing
theor^s Many wnters now argue powerfully against this
search for a umfyu^ theory &igstrc»n (1984) argues tfiat
the fundamental bebef m the holism of man is not a feas-
ible starting pomt for developmg a single comprehensive
theory Mdeis (1983) suggests that in the seardi for one
thecHy ior nursmg, the task was 'either overw4ielming and
appeared bghly abshad, or too simpbshc and reduchon-
ist', and that nursmg may proceed to more general theones
progressively, as other saences have leamed to do As
Stevens (1984) argues, periiaps the best approadi is to seek
broad concensus amongst nurses, rather than specifiaty at
our currait stage of devek^ment

A third argument f(x theory is its use to eidiance com-
m nursmg, Chmn ft jacchs {1967) state that

of all types enhances communication betw^si
nurses by providmg a a>mm<m base c^ theor^ical kmnvl-
ei%e mid though tq>on whicii in-achce is built Ftother, ttie
way in wbcji thecay IS expressed wiU mfkieiKx tts pc^ential
ficH' coammaaiiOR betweoi thecm^, researchers aad

s, md ulHinateiy its apphcaMty in pradtke.
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Separate lan^age

Converseiy, Stevens (1984) sees the potentiai for nursmg
theory to impair the commumcahon of tdeas to those
outside nursmg As nurstng seeks to tdenttfy tts umque
bejdy of knowiedge, tt ts creatmg a separate ianguage wbch
may mdeed enhance communication between nurses How-
ever, she wams that where eommumeahon bndges are not
deveioped, coiiaijorahve muitidisapimary work may ije
diffieuit Tbs is, however, an argument for buiidmg such
bneiges, ratber than one agamst the pursuit of nursmg's
ijody of knowiedge

CONCLUSION

It iias ijeen seen tiiat tbeory is purposefui, and m the eon-
text of nursing it is of vaiue to the deveiopment of practice
Theory, tiierefore, supports nursmg's uitimate aim of pro-
motmg iieaith (used here m tts broadest sense) tiirough the
appbeahon of expert prachce denved from a deveiopmg
body of nurstng knowledge

Theejry can mfluwice prachce m dtred or meitred ways
The mam issues identified are that it enhances professionai
autonomy and the power of nursmg, tiiat nursmg achon is
deiiijerate and can botb make chaUenges and respond to
tbem, tiiat tiieory ean iieip ekveiop eoberence and eoneen-
sus m nursmg, and tiiat tiieory provicks a common frame
of reference to aid cejmmumcahon witiun nursmg Aiso,
prachce without tbeory tnay ratse etbcai concems

The study of tiieory is aiso useful as it develops the
analyhcal sloUs erf the praehhoner, so tiiat theory ean ije
cnhcally appraised and uhbzed Consequently, further
theory refinement or development can take place

Some of the difficulhes encountwed when considermg
nursmg theory have been raised, as iiave further queshons
These remain tbe souree of a healthy ekbate m tbe prcj-
fessioa and are representahve of nursmg's eurrent stage of
theory development
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